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~YEAR 42 FROM START OF RIVER’S END SERIES~

        

      

    

    
      “THE CITY REQUIRES TWO percent of every new construction project to be earmarked for the fine arts. Which means, if there is a ten-million-dollar development, the owner has to pay the city two hundred thousand dollars to contribute toward some type of fine art medium. You’ve surely noticed the large concrete walls lining the freeways that are illustrated with pretty patterns of fish or leaves, right? Well, guess what? Yep, all that art comes from that fund. Stupidest waste of money conceived by city idiots who think any wall of concrete needs to be decorated. Instead of using that money to add lanes to the useless damn freeways, they build another sound barrier and then decorate it in pretty paint. Instead of pansy-assed, pointless art that—”

      Melanie Rydell glanced behind her to glimpse the source of the voice speaking the atrocious words. Sipping the house wine, she liked the bar, which wasn’t even half full of people. It was a small, roadside tavern with a down-home, small-town vibe to it. There was nothing to draw the tourists to visit, but neither did it appear unwelcoming or standoffish to strangers, either. It was a place where she could safely expect no one to try and hit on her while drinking alone.

      Melanie stopped in for no real reason. The routine commute back home was uneventful. Returning from the Spokane area, she had been on the road for a few weeks, but that was an easy drive for her. She had just completed a mural at a small town’s center square that was regularly used for a variety of functions, but most importantly, the weekly Farmer’s Market. The city council hired Melanie to create a backdrop that reflected the town’s interest, history, and culture.

      The large, flowing illustration she painted on the side of the concrete wall covered a significant portion of the square. Starting with farm fields and drifting into mountains, trees, a river and several lakesides, she occasionally included a farmer in the fields, and a hunter or fisherman or hiker somewhere in the natural settings. From there, she illustrated the private gardens with diverse people picking the fruits from their personal edens before depicting the more suburban neighborhoods. Ultimately, she painted a careful replication of the small town that featured its low-buildings and a few businesses, which were named appropriately in the mural. Sprinkled in were pets, wild animals, and people of every age group, size, color and gender. The happy smiles on the people’s faces were genuine, the kind of comradery found when people work together. The entire theme promoted cooperation and seeing the community as a collective enterprise.

      Having received full pay for the mural, Melanie headed down the road to return to her hometown. She smiled because she had plenty of money; enough to fund her travels and pad her bank account. As Jack Rydell’s artist daughter, she always saved half of whatever income she made to pay her bills and expenses before indulging in anything frivolous. As the years passed, her professional reputation grew into a lucrative and impressive career.

      But she didn’t share that information with anyone.

      When some people heard she was an artist, they assumed certain things, most of which weren’t flattering or positive. Casting her into a stereotype, the general consensus was she must have been close to starving, always broke, needing to borrow from others and probably never paying taxes. People said she must be lazy and accused her of avoiding "real” life work and jobs. Too often, they voiced those errant assumptions right to her face.

      They were just like the speaker in the bar. The voice she heard belonged to a man sitting at the table behind her. He was speaking to another man seated at his table and tilting back a beer as his Adam’s apple bounced to swallow it. She knew she should leave it alone. This pathetic man’s disdain for funding fine art projects that benefited the city as a whole was not worthy of any comment. His shortsightedness and ignorance could not be logically argued. It was a free country, and he was welcome and entitled to his opinion, no matter how valueless Melanie considered it.

      But what fun was there in that? In choosing not to defend her ilk, was she not being a traitor to herself? Maybe the sudden, irresistible urge to meddle was owing to a few too many days on the road, feeling drained and tired, or possibly the eager anticipation of finally coming home. Yet she stopped here for some reason. She took an unplanned and totally unnecessary detour when she patronized this bar. Why?

      That eternal question. Why? The one question that seemed to arise all through her life was why? Why did she need to travel? Why did she have to take breaks from her family? Why did she refuse to conform with any permanent lifestyle? And why didn’t she ever share what she did or planned to do with anyone? The parts of her life that she always held back were not warranted. No real purpose in keeping them such a secret actually.

      Melanie had a deep need inside her to keep many things private.

      The loud man behind her noticed her staring at him and his eyes widened just slightly. Keeping his gaze fastened on hers, he lowered the bottle, closed his lips, and set the drink softly on the tabletop. Then he gripped it again and poured more down his throat. Raising his eyebrows, his mouth tilted upwards, but he was not smiling at her. With a hesitant, predictable glance, he tacitly asked her the obvious, why was she staring at him so strangely?

      Smiling with a small boost in her ego and a tendency toward assertiveness, Melanie fully turned around on the bar stool, leaning back so both of her elbows rested on the bar top. Tilting her head and smiling still, she said, “That tax you’re talking about? Would that be the small, infinitesimal percentage that comes from the budget for capital improvements? The mere pittance they set aside for the acquisition, commission, purchase and installation of various art forms in a variety of settings?”

      His eyebrows popped upwards. “Yes. That would be the one. And why do you ask? Do I know you?”

      “No. But I’d like to point out that the funding allows for the displaying of fine arts that has come to define entire sections of the state. That single pot of money adds depth, character and personality to the otherwise bland, boring eyesores of the city. It has garnered national recognition as an exemplary public art program. Taking it a step farther, it also attracts more tourism and therefore boosts the local economy. Who cares about smelly freeways or visits multi-laned highways? Who discusses the conditions of the fine concrete noise barriers running beside the roads? No one, that’s who. But people like to see the freeform sculpture like the Fremont Troll under the Fremont Bridge, or the many other statues and figurines sprinkled all throughout the city of Seattle. Tourists come every day just to take pictures. But sure, you think it’s a waste of money, because it would be better spent on widening your functional arterial roads. And I’m sure that kind of improvement would bring in lots of tourism.”

      Sitting on the stool, she was several steps away so she had to speak louder than if she were seated at his table. A few patrons nearby turned to listen in curiosity but quickly looked away after hearing her words. The stranger she addressed could only stare back with glaring eyes of surprise towards her.

      The man in question shook his head. “You were eavesdropping on us? And then… you decided to argue with me?”

      She shrugged, holding his gaze with a half smirk. “Yep.” There was no waffling or lowering of her forehead. No shyness or insecurity. Instead, she grinned and replied, “It was easy to hear your booming voice and it begged for argument.”

      He slowly rested against the back of the chair, dropping his elbows on the edge of the table. He toyed with his half-filled bottle, still staring at her. He was literally running his gaze up and down her. “Not shy, huh? Okay, I’ll bite, join the discussion; why must a new tax  be paid by developers to fund cosmetic improvements? You can have all the art you want, but why must new construction be the source of funding for it? Wouldn’t it be better spent on extra earthquake retrofitting or upgrading sprinkler systems? You know, improving the kind of stuff that could save lives?”

      Ugh. Melanie’s choice to enjoy a drink by herself and collect her thoughts and history before she went home were suddenly biting her in the posterior. She planned to spend the summer visiting her parents, brothers and her cousins, nieces and nephews. Why start a futile debate? She knew she could change no one’s mind and was unwilling to indulge their position. So what was the point? She was long past any interest in short-term, one-night hookups. She wasn’t looking for any free drinks or a whole night of them.

      No. Not this time. She simply acted on impulse when she chose to argue with the man.

      Rising to her feet, and fully aware of the two men’s gazes on her, she turned and slid her drink carefully into her grasp. Setting it on their table, she sat down, giving each one a small smile. “All the lifesaving devices are covered in the structural engineering, and the fire sprinkler systems handle any fire hazards, as do earthquake straps and structural supports. Those safety elements are factored into the engineering blueprints, along with the steel and lumber materials. They would show up as a single item in a line-by-line invoice. They are already covered and accounted for in the final estimate. So the last expense to that total is a… let’s call it a city tax. The city provides the developer, that would be you, with safe roads to haul all the building materials to the jobsite. It also permits you to connect to the existing power, sewer, water and other utilities. All of which would comprise a far greater cost than you could ever pay by yourself. The city allows you to use it and in turn, it absorbs the cost incurred by the wear and tear on its roads, existing infrastructure and telecommunications. In exchange for all of that, you must contribute a small stipend to help beautify the surrounding area. Adding culture and interest draws tourists while improving the entire area. It’s incomprehensible to suggest that such a remuneration can be the demise for any developer.” Winded from her explanation, she sipped her drink, lifting her gaze and smiling fully. At both men.

      The first speaker sat back casually and nodded. Glancing at his companion, he said, “Bet she’s an artist?”

      Annoyed at his rude tone and half smirk, Melanie glared. “Or perhaps I’m just a caring, individual who tries to get out of myself often enough to realize the greater good. A philanthropist.”

      “An artist who demands that others pay unnecessary taxes,” the first speaker snorted.

      She sniffed. “I am, actually, an artist. And you insult me by demeaning the true intention of my work.”

      “Do I? I think it’s fine if people love and buy your work, and they should have every right to do so. If you choose to display it somewhere that people can gather to enjoy it, that is excellent and your indisputable right. And it is yours to share. But why should I have to pay extra money for something I do not enjoy and rarely understand?”

      She snorted. Of course, he didn’t understand. Most art is controversial if it’s any good and the messages and themes that emerge through them should move the observer. How shocking could that be? Her gaze sharpened on his tough, rugged face and she fully studied his entire being. The dark hair, big blue eyes, keen, intriguing expression, hooked nose, square chin and squat neck. His body seemed overly large and strong as he perched on the chair, which appeared too small for his bulk. She guessed he might work for one of the ranches or orchards around the valley.

      Hot and handsome too. Beyond what was fair for a single person. Thick, shining hair and twinkling eyes reminded her of all things alpha and she began melting. The smirky smile he gave her was enough to make weaker, more susceptible women fall to their knees in the hopes he’d ask them out.

      Melanie would be damned before she’d tell him that.

      His gaze pinned hers. “Do you deny the truth to what I just said? I bet you agree with me, but you’re too stubborn to give me the point. After you boldly interjected yourself into a conversation that had zero to do with you. Artist or not.” He lifted his beer, and his eyebrows rose in response as if to punctuate his point. The twinkle in his eyes was the only tell to soften his words and she accepted his teasing. She was also sure he didn’t mind that she butted in on his conversation, sat at his table, and interrupted his drink as well as his day.

      “You were speaking way too loud for me to ignore,” she retorted, flipping her drink back and taking a way too large gulp of the wine.

      “Really?” The guy’s head swiveled all around in an exaggerated search. “Because I don’t see anyone else unable to ignore me. Just… you.”

      Well, crap. He had a point and maybe he was right. “Perhaps I just can’t let ignorant comments go unchallenged.”

      “Maybe you just wanted to come over and sit here to meet me. Maybe you were looking for an opening and you found it.”

      Melanie spluttered as she crossed her arms over her chest. “Ha. As if. My last girlfriend would argue that point to its swift demise.”

      She waited for his reaction and comment. But the man simply nodded. “Well, then she must have the right answers, or she’d have to deal with all your interruptions too.”

      Huh. Casual. As if she intimated she had a boyfriend. Seemed a reasonable response.

      The second companion at the table merely listened. He suddenly rose to his feet without a glance her way and muttered, “I gotta piss.”

      The original speaker rolled his eyes as the guy trudged away. “Not the classiest exit. So… nosy artist, what’s your name?”

      Right. As if she dared give away her name. Besides, being this close to River’s End, popping out the last name of Rydell would bring unwanted attention. No doubt, this man would at least know the river and valley just a few miles south that was so famously named after her family’s heritage. Most likely, the stranger would also know one or two or fifty of her relations. So no. She didn’t need to advertise her name or her presence there. She wasn’t ready. Not quite yet. Not prepared to be fully back home and on display.

      So she said simply, “Eleanor Roosevelt. And you are?”

      Tilting his head with puzzlement and then flashing a smile after way too long a pause, he said, “Franklin. Nice to meet you.”

      Her lips twitched at his seamless response. She so obviously caught him and what he did there. “Yes. You too… Franklin? Is your last name Roosevelt, by any chance?”

      He beamed as he put his hand out. “How did you know?”

      She snorted sarcastically. “Gee? How did I manage to know that?” Setting her hand in his, she quipped, “Nice to meet you back.”

      “A well-behaved woman seldom makes history, right? That have anything to do with your selected identity?”

      Startled by his comment and swift quote, her mouth popped open. Wow. No one else ever connected why she picked that name as her alias when she used it before. That’s not entirely correct, but she appreciated he knew such a reason were plausible.

      “That’s a good quote. And one I fully appreciate and support, but Eleanor Roosevelt—the first lady, not me—never said it. Interestingly enough, it’s been attributed to her and even Marilyn Monroe in error. It was coined by a Harvard professor, Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, who wrote it in an academic paper in 1976. However, I do identify with one from Eleanor Roosevelt, you know, she said, ‘A woman is like a tea bag; you never know how strong it is until it’s in hot water.’”

      “You identify with a former first lady from the 1930s?”

      “Yes. For her era and the mores of society, she was a true rebel. She purposely broke all the rules of social norms, especially in regard to women, not to be difficult or to embarrass her family. She married a traditional man and raised five kids, but she reshaped and redefined the role of a First Lady. Being a good hostess and homemaker were small potatoes to her. She believed in being proactive and advocated civil rights for black people and women, expanding their roles in the workplace and society. She made it important for first ladies to confront social justice and other causes which were ignored before her. She was always authentic even when it wasn’t popular and very unusual for her times.”

      Melanie pursued things that made sense to her. Trying to remain authentic doesn’t always conform to society’s standards. And damn it! Anyone who never misbehaved and always obeyed the mores of society never did anything important or interesting, much less world-changing. They aren’t the ones that made history or righted society’s wrongs or ended age-old feuds or fixed what was broken. The call for change depends on new standards of behavior, which many condemn as rebellion or criminal until the tide of society transforms.

      So yes, that’s why Melanie chose that alias. Legends don’t emerge about ladies who never bothered to vote or allowed men to sexually abuse or harass them. Legends abound when it comes to Sojourner Truth, Frida Kahlo, Dolores Huerta, Rosa Parks and Eleanor Roosevelt. Misbehaving turned out to be heroic even for their times.

      Standards change too. Lifestyles and norms eventually adjusted and caught up. If they hadn’t, we’d still be struggling through the 1950s. The people who sparked the shift were all just a little bit different from the others.

      Throughout Melanie’s life, one thing blared loud and clear: she was different. Although she never articulated how or why she was.

      “I’m completely stunned you even knew that quote. Whomever you attribute it to.”

      “Why? Because I’m a guy you met in a small-town bar? Now who’s casting stereotypes? I know many things. Getting a college education in liberal arts gave me a broad range of topics I can discuss at length. I’ve studied world literature, dissected innocent animals, and been trained to develop a critical mind… with critical opinions.”

      “I lack a college degree but I’ve got plenty of critical thinking skills,” she said with a smile.

      “Well, my undying curiosity about too many topics made it hard to narrow it down. College made me find that out.” He leaned back. “So no college, but you’re an artist?”

      “Yes. I am.”

      “A self-trained artist… What exactly does that mean?”

      “It means I know how to make stuff that you can’t.”

      He slouched back in this chair. “You’re a hard nut to crack, aren’t you, Eleanor?”

      “Maybe. Depends on who’s doing the cracking.”

      He scooted forward and leaned on the table. “I’m serious, what does it mean? What kind of art do you make or do? An artist covers a pretty broad description. You could be a graphic designer, or set arranger for Broadway musicals, or maybe you act in them, or sing in a giant choir, or perhaps you write books. Plenty of things in between. What does ‘being an artist’ mean for you? To you?”

      Not a shallow inquiry. Surprise must have glistened on her face because his forehead wrinkled up and he gave her a quick evil-eye. “I know how to make intelligent inquiries.”

      Laughter popped from her mouth. “Yes. True. Even your first annoying statement wasn’t totally that of an imbecile.”

      “What a relief. So go ahead and define being an artist. What does that entail?”

      Relaxing, she hooked an elbow over the back of her chair and slid her knee up until she sat at a more comfortable angle. “Ugh. I hate defending what I do. I can draw just about anything. So I draw what people need. I use multiple mediums.”

      His face didn’t change. He looked into her eyes for several seconds and then scoured her face with his stare. Frowning, he said, “You literally said nothing about what you do, nothing of consequence. Words without meaning. So you can draw, and I have no idea what else you do. Why are you an artist? Is it a hobby or a job? For fun or profit? Do you have a desire to create or find deeper meaning in life or just to protest pet causes? Is art something greater for you?”

      “It’s definitely something greater and also for profit. It’s mostly my job. People pay me to create whatever they specify.”

      “Could you possibly give me an example?”

      “I could.”

      “But like Eleanor-alias, that would be too personal and you’re not about that, huh?”

      “Nope. Nothing personal. We are in a bar.”

      “Fair enough. I can’t fault your caution.”

      “Not totally caution. I’m lazy and hate to bother listening to other people’s small talk because I feel compelled to share mine. There’s no point in it. We won’t see each other after tonight. Why delve into a personal level when I don’t care a hoot about your details any more than you care about mine?”

      “Harsh. You’re assuming a lot too. What if I want the details? What if I do care?”

      “You can’t care about a stranger.”

      “Then how do you ever get past being strangers? If you won’t talk to a person, how do you know if they’re worth getting to know?”

      “They have to earn it with me. Enough time, enough decency maybe I’ll give them the time of day. Maybe. No guarantees, however. My tolerance for bullshit is less than one percent.”

      “I’ve never heard anyone say it that way.”

      “I say a lot of things differently.” She shrugged. “All part of my charm.”

      He tilted his head. “You are quite… intriguing.”

      “As in—put me in a cage and study me—intriguing? Or because I could be a secret super sleuth who has a fascinating life that you can’t fully imagine?”

      He tilted his head back to laugh. His throat was tanned and strong as his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “Um… a little of both, I suppose. But quite interesting, no matter what.”

      Smiling, Melanie tilted her head. “Well, yes. Points scored for realizing that about me.”

      “How can people not? No one could possibly think you’re totally… typical. Not in any sense.”

      “Many do, actually.” She swirled the rest of the wine in her glass and let it fully swoosh in her mouth before seeping down her throat in all its plum-berry glory. She had a true, real smile that touched her eyes with a twinkle when she added, “But none of those people ever move past the level of being an annoying stranger. I’d never share a true fact about myself with an acquaintance, not even my favorite color. But you? You could earn a few details. Maybe. Still testing the waters.”

      He cheered her with his brown beer bottle in a mocking manner. “When you tell me your favorite color, I guess I’ll know I’m in, huh?”

      She laughed. “Oh, hell no. You might be privy to some truth at that point, but you’d still have to earn it with me. Small social circle, but it’s unbreakably tight once you’re allowed inside it.”

      He considered her and nodded. “I like that. Best way to be. Sincere. Loyal. Real. No phoniness. You only bother with those you actually care about.”

      “Correct. So if you’re not a total heel or one hundred percent awful, why don’t you tell me what you do?”

      “Well…” He leaned back in his chair again, raising his hands before clasping them behind his head, and his elbows winged out. “Since you gave me no specifics, why should I? Maybe you haven’t earned the Franklin Roosevelt story, either. Or maybe you’re a stalker and I need to protect myself.”

      “Smart. Self-preservation. I’m a huge fan of that.”

      “I could have guessed, Eleanor. How about this? I’m in construction just like you’re into art.”

      Tilting her cup in a silent toast, she gave him kudos.

      “And your friend? He might have fallen in the restroom and be unconscious by now.”

      “Work-related but not a friend. And I think he left for the night.”

      “Because he’s afraid of the chemistry between us, huh, Franklin?” The words popped out with more flirtation and heat than she intended. His gaze caught hers and something close to interest flashed in them.

      “Yeah, maybe at first, but I was under the impression that you had a girlfriend.”

      Slowly unfolding her legs, she rose upwards. “I did. I had a girlfriend, past tense. Two years ago. My last date was a guy but he was just a yawn. So I guess chemistry is always appreciated.”

      He let his gaze fully stretch over her now. Interest sparked in the blue depths of his eyes. “Is it stalkerish to ask for your phone number, Eleanor?”

      “No. Maybe. I’m not sure yet. But I have my own car so I can’t drink anymore and drive. I wouldn’t mind talking more. It’s hot as Hades out there and cooling off sounds just about right. Care to join me?”

      “Join you? Where?”

      “The river. For a swim. I know just the spot.”

      “That’s surprising, considering you won’t even tell me your name.”

      “Names identify people and lead to lots of discussions of lives and histories and explanations. I don’t want to share those or be hampered by them tonight. Just a cool swim? Sounds perfect? Are you in? Or do you need my driver’s license?”

      He stared at her long and hard. Finally, he rose up slowly, sliding the chair with a scrape on the floor. Nodding, he said, “I don’t need your name. But do you trust me to leave here with you?”

      “No. I’ll drive myself. I’m no one to fuck with, and you better believe that.”

      His gaze held hers and he slowly nodded. “Okay. I believe that, Eleanor. I’ll follow you in my truck.”

      Staring at him, her heart hammered and swelled. She hadn’t physically reacted this much to anyone in a long while. More than a year. What was it about this guy? His smile? Check. It was better than amazing. Was it his body? Well, fan her, but he smoldered in smoky hotness, all wide where it was sexy and muscled where it was most appreciated. Arms. Chest. Abs. Or was it his deep, low voice that suggested dark and sultry things? Sure. Yes. Oh, yes. Was it the way his eyes danced and sparkled with visible appreciation and interest in her? And best of all, some intelligence? Hell, yes.

      Mostly? It was his sense of humor. The way he bantered and enjoyed her retorts without putting her off or acting too strange or weird. It was not her nature to trust strangers. But an eerie sense of knowing this guy for longer than she actually had gave her some comfort.

      Meeting a guy in a bar.

      Could anything be more clichéd? Or typical? A total yawn for a meet story. “Oh, yes, I met him in a bar. Started talking over drinks at the table…” Blah. Bleck. It made her want to puke. She didn’t do dull and ordinary. But here she was inviting a complete stranger to follow her in the dark night. So maybe not dull and ordinary, but crazy and dangerous? A silly stunt to liven up the reality of coming home? Maybe. Yes. In the past, that was exactly how she handled things. She might be impulsive, but she didn’t engage in borderline-dangerous behavior. Plenty of safe things to do for an evening, or to make an ordinary week less dull, or to reassure herself that life was still new and shiny. Even so, more often than not, she felt itchy. Could she ever manage to fit into anyone else’s mold or opinion about who or what she was?

      Her own niece, though a full year-and-a-half older than she, met her baby-daddy in a bar. That ended up being a one-night-stand, and in the end, her niece didn’t even know the guy’s name. Six years later, they found each other and corrected that mistake. But still. It all started from drinking in a small bar.

      Although she and Franklin managed to avoid small talk and the full-on nauseating act of ordinary flirting, they were arguing about local politics. Unlike most bar patrons, who offered to buy drinks or dance or engaged in silly, fluffy conversations, this guy dug his heels right in and she pushed back.

      However, he instantly backed off when she casually mentioned having a girlfriend. He earned a few brownie points for not trying to hit on someone he thought was attached to another.

      Leaving with him right behind her, Melanie clicked her key fob and her car lit up. It was an ordinary sedan, nothing fancy; just reliable and decent. Actually, her car was pretty ordinary. About the only thing that was ordinary about her.

      He stood back. “I’ll follow you but if you decide to flash your lights at me, I’ll leave you alone. No pressure if you change your mind about this. Just a swim.”

      She smiled and agreed, “Just a swim.” Right. She met the guy in a bar. Anyone in a bar, who subsequently leaves with another customer… How can that be “just” anything? Nonetheless, she appreciated his attempt at courtesy and his lack of expectation or pressure. Now, she was eager to see if he followed through with that.

      “Just for the record, going for a swim with someone I just met is not my usual protocol.” She hoped he’d get the metaphor.

      His eyes lifted and held hers. His expression was surprisingly neutral. “Mine neither.”

      “You have to say that.”

      “Apparently, you did too.”

      Her small smile let him know he was right. He shrugged and added, “Hell, no, I didn’t have to say that. What do I care if it’s normal to follow a strange woman named after a famous first lady? To trail her in the dark to an unknown destination after she refuses to be honest or real just so we can… swim? Hell, sweetheart, if that were my thing, I’d fully own it. Especially with a stranger? Huh, Eleanor? If someone prefers to lie to strangers, it seems like their problem more than my problem. But no, I’m not lying.”

      With a satisfied smile to him over his answer, she ducked into her car, started it up and backed out. She only waited a moment for him to line up behind her before she started down the empty, dark, two-laned road. No one passed them for a good mile. She glanced in the rearview mirror. This was not what she planned for the evening. Not at all. It was potentially hazardous and something she hadn’t done in years. She wondered why the urge to do it seemed so irresistible. Was it owing to lack of sex for far too long? Too long to remember? Or was it part of coming home? Was she trying to be more ordinary, maybe in a more permanent way? She had plans and was still debating whether to share them with her parents, her brothers, and the rest of her family. This time, being home in the valley would be different. Everyone assumed she was coming home for her cousin Daisy’s wedding, but in fact, that was just the catalyst. She was waiting for the right reason to come home. She even pondered staying in the valley and permanently making it her home. The valley was calling her finally to return and make roots and life plans… but she had to do it all in her own way.

      Still, it was a far different visit than she ever contemplated before. What made her stop at a bar she’d never been to or planned to visit and crash some guy’s political rant? Now? Why was she inviting the stranger to her family’s swim hole? He had no clue it was a familiar swimming spot to her and her family. She was approaching it from across the river, not the usual way she and her family came to their beach.

      Did she want to start a life that was more usual? Maybe. Despite how much her brain always overreacted to embodying that label? But here she was. Never mind if she were a bit unorthodox in her behavior. In the past, her extraordinary and unusual behavior was her way of demonstrating her rejection of the status quo. She barely had to remind herself that, at thirty-four years old, there wasn’t very much “normalcy” in her life to date.

      She rejected what most girls did in each year of her life since becoming eighteen. She had no interest in college or trade schools. Neither did she get a local job or work full time. She worked part-time, but never consistently. She had no boyfriend or girlfriend, having never sustained a relationship, either at home or abroad. She never found a job that satisfied her. She didn’t live in an apartment or work from nine to five like most girls her age.

      But when she looked back on those years, she recounted all the crazy, fun, different, exciting things she did do. She lived, worked and explored places far away from this tiny valley. She never settled for anything, anyone or anyplace. Not even in her hometown of River’s End. That was the only anchor she was tethered to. She loved traveling, and visited multiple states, as well as international locations. Some were simply pleasure trips for her to explore, learn and experience new places. Some were for work. Her art was sprinkled across the world in some pretty amazing locations.

      She had some experience in every type of job one would expect from an artist. Naturally, she had bills to pay and her art could not provide her with steady income at first. These jobs included: coffee barista, café waitress, book editor, concrete truck driver, as well as a consultant in Silicon Valley for two separate tech start-ups.

      She also engaged in two serious relationships, but never felt like she was in love or wished it would last forever. She never dreamt of a perfect wedding or selfless commitments or kids or big houses. None of those things entered into her plans.

      Melanie had too much living to do. So many wonderful things she wanted to learn, do, try and explore. And most women didn’t do that. You can’t live that way if you’re married, especially if kids are involved.

      Melanie was fully prepared to avoid those ordinary traps.

      Instead, the money in her pocket from her latest mural provided a substantial commission for her. Now? Time to celebrate. She had a drink in a nowhere bar where she met a surprising person. He happened to be a man who so fully and instantly attracted her that she spontaneously invited him to swim in her private spot on the river.

      In a nutshell, that was very much who she was.

      The Rydell River. It had been a long time since she did anything so reckless. But surely, she was safe in this area. It was River’s End, after all…

      She indicated her turn when the lone, single-lane, rutted dirt road appeared at the edge of her family’s orchard. It dropped down a small incline and stopped in some overgrown grass. Parking the car, she got out, and the headlights illuminated a few tree trunks and glimpses of the river.

      Franklin’s truck stopped beside her. When he shut it off, the peaceful night of the land fully encompassed them.

      She listened to the rushing river as it gurgled. Crickets provided a constant hum and were surprisingly loud. Shutting her car door almost made her wince at the harsh sound. She began silently chiding herself. She was an adult now, not a teenager sneaking out behind her parents’ backs. Glancing at the scenery, however, evoked flashes of her teen years and flooded her mind. This was one of the spots where she and her cousins and friends liked to sneak off to in order to drink booze or smoke weed. Lots of nighttime skinny-dipping, bonfires, food, sex, and just good, ol’ fun. This was one of their favorite spots for all that. That was one advantage of rural living for teenagers. Acres of space to hide out in at night for such naughty gatherings. They loved to enjoy and embrace all the things the adults warned were too “old” for them.

      The headlights faded out and left them in the dark. Franklin stepped around the hood of his truck and asked, “You sure about this? Who owns this land?”

      She did. Well, her family and she did. The orchard they passed was one part of the Rydell family holdings. They grew organic apples and pears. This access point was seldom used because the trail to the beach was more difficult and too rocky to navigate. The entrance was more difficult and the swift current was stronger. They were a few hundred feet from the Rydell family’s main beach, on the other side of the river where the houses and living quarters were.

      “I’m very sure. I know the owners. They’re cool.”

      “Okay.”

      His voice wavered and his nerves seemed to be paralyzing him. “You don’t have to swim with me. You seem overly concerned.”

      He shrugged. “I’ve never met a strange woman in a bar and followed her to a dark, secluded, remote spot. It has all the makings of a thriller where I end up dead at the hands of the beautiful siren that lured me here.”

      She burst out laughing. She was nearly folding over with her raucous laughter. “And I thought I had an imagination. Surely you must realize you outweigh me by a hundred pounds and have a foot of height over me. How on earth could I manage to kill you?” Melanie was short. Not petite or little but freaking short. Barely five feet tall. She had thick hair from her mother’s side, that was strawberry-blonde, a gift from her father’s side. Most of the time, it was dyed in various shades. Right now, she colored it as dark as her mom’s hair. She wasn’t a petite figure like her mother, who was delicately small in all ways. It was mainly just height for Melanie. She had wide, stocky shoulders and strong arms. Her legs were stout, rather than slim, and her torso matched. Her big, round breasts drew plenty of attention, but they seemed to make her bulkier than she was simply due to their freaking size.

      “Well, psychotic people always find a way. Drugs, maybe? I don’t know. Just saying…”

      She put her hands up. “I swear. I’m just an average girl looking to cool off on a hot night. And since I don’t totally hate you, I invited you.”

      “At night. From a bar. With a fake name. You are not a very safe ‘n’ sane kind of woman with a stranger. I have to consider why that might be. More than a few chills ran down my spine when we pulled into this private, remote spot that only you seem to know about. It’s very secluded. No one could find it unless they knew about it beforehand.”

      “Well, what about you? You followed me here at night, a strange woman you met in a bar. What does that say about you? Shouldn’t I be freaked out because of your reckless behavior?”

      “I’ve honestly been asking that question repeatedly in my brain, Eleanor. Why the hell am I doing this?”

      “And?”

      He shrugged, spreading his hands wide. “Hell, if I know. Adventure-seeking, I guess? You’re very pretty. That might be it. Possibly the only reason. In that case, I deserve whatever nefarious plans you might have, huh? I mean, it’s the oldest stupid reason in the book to make a rash decision.”

      Stepping around her car, she replied with a grin, “You think I’m pretty, huh?”

      “Yes, Eleanor. Hence the reason why I smiled and flirted with you. I also stopped when I thought it wasn’t welcome and only restarted after you indicated it was okay. And then, I stupidly, blindly followed you to the middle of nowhere, where you could plan… just about anything, including my untimely demise. And yet, here I am. Big dumb guy taken in by a pretty smile and…” His words faded. She appreciated his attempt not to be totally rude or crude.

      “Big boobs.”

      “Well, if we’re being perfectly honest…”

      “Then it was the big boobs. More than my wonderful smile and sparkling personality?”

      “Maybe.” He shrugged and smiled before moving away from her.

      Why did his casual compliment make her grin so damn big? She wasn’t usually that susceptible. Any comments about her physical looks were expected. But damn. She flushed at how much she enjoyed this man’s attention. What was it about him? A surprisingly hot chemistry was becoming evident, one that was more potent than any she could remember.

      “I’m not. Planning anything, that is.”

      He released his shoulders as if tension was he only thing holding them back. “Thank God. I think I can almost believe you.”

      Laughing, she pointed at the river and said, “Come on. Follow me down to the water. At least, you’ll know I’m not lying about that.”

      She started to leave, and he followed several steps behind her. She enjoyed his presence and generous allowance of space, so she didn’t feel crowded or overwhelmed by him. He seemed careful not to loom over her strangely or offensively.

      So far, so good.

      Never mind how reckless and kind of stupid it was.

      The moon shone on the water as a jittery white line, like a flashlight gleaming at her. Ripples from the current streaming around the river rocks dotted the surface. Warmed from several weeks of hot weather, she expected the temperature to be comfortable despite the cooling night. Rocks impeded their walk, and she wobbled several times before finally stopping at the edge of the river.

      A moment later, Franklin stood beside her, or whatever his real name was. A quiver of apprehension jolted up her spine. Standing in the dark with a stranger she didn’t know at all was an uncommon experience for Melanie. But to her surprise, she had no gut-level fear or bad vibe alerting her. She hoped her creep radar was still on high, which it usually was. Could he be trusted? How stupid it was. Trusting a stranger alone in the dark in a secluded spot without even knowing each other’s identities?

      Franklin stopped and asked, “Does your art involve any travel or are you a local? You said you knew the owners of the orchards. Is there any chance I’d know you?”

      “Are you a local?” she countered.

      “Not now.”

      “That’s an ambiguous answer.”

      “Like every answer of yours. Either that or you deflect my questions with another question to get the conversation off yourself.”

      Glancing sideways, she said, “You noticed that.”

      His gaze landed hard on her. “Yes, I noticed that, Eleanor.”

      She laughed. “Touché. You got me there. I don’t want to get involved. I just want to have a good time. Tonight. Now. Can you do that? Or am I asking too much?”

      “Usually, I can do that. But you make me curious. Nothing else is on the table but tonight?”

      “No.” She answered with harsh finality in her tone.

      He didn’t reply for a moment. Her head swiveled towards the water, but she saw him finally nod. “Okay, then I guess it’s okay just for tonight. If you could tell me how that’s going to happen.”

      Without a word, she bent down and slipped her shoes off then her socks. Wearing shorts, she simply stepped out of them as she walked forward before flinging her shirt onshore behind her. She heard a startled noise. When Franklin realized she was undressing, he muttered, “Okay, then I guess that’s how it happens.”

      He made her chuckle. Rustling of clothes followed, but she didn’t turn to watch him undress. She still wore her undergarments. Slipping into the cool water, she gasped for a moment before letting the clear stream fully engulf her. After a few more seconds, she acclimated to the silky coolness of the water.  Eventually, she turned around, now that she was safely in the deeper section, treading water. She found Franklin behind her doing the same, his chest bare as the moonlight trailed over his body.

      Laughing, she dunked under the water and zipped across the river almost in one long stroke. Coming up for air, she slipped under again, cupping the water with her hands and kicking her legs gracefully. She hadn’t done this in so long. Too long. The wonderful buoyancy of being fully engulfed in fresh water. She let it embrace her fully, dipping under and paddling through the strong current. She never feared the river throughout her entire childhood and youth. Being in this spot and surrounded by this water was like home to her. Bobbing up just to the right of Rydell Rock, she appeared again. The large rock formation loomed above the river by a good fifteen feet. Melanie, her cousins, her brothers and many other family members and friends often jumped off the landmark over the years. Viewed in the moonlight, it was a daunting mammoth but also an intriguing sight.

      In a matter of moments, the stranger, Franklin followed her, using strong breast strokes and bobbing under the water every now and then. He stood beside her when his feet touched the sandy bottom. She, of course, knew he was on the sandy spot. The strong current hit the rock’s left side and created a back current, which was soft and cradling. One could float right there without moving for hours. They bobbed gently in the river, keeping their spots without any effort.

      “You know this river quite well.”

      “I know some parts.”

      “Huh. Eleanor, why all the mystery? Why not tell me your real name?”

      “Why don’t you be the first to break the name-standoff, Franklin? Tell me yours?”

      He smiled and slipped closer to her. “Why indeed?” When he was right beside her, and slightly above her, she saw him staring down at her. The traitorous moonlight caught the angles of his face and made her heart pound. Damn. His good looks drew her in. So did his calming voice, and smooth, but seemingly true demeanor. No slick, slimy or sleazy way about him. Neither in the way he spoke nor his interactions with her. So far. What did she know? But he made her feel something new, something that bubbled with attraction.

      His hand slipped to her waist and he spread out his fingers to touch her, but nothing upset her and no alarm bells blared. She was comfortable with him. She was even grateful for his touch. “Can I kiss you?” he asked.

      “Yes, you can kiss me.”

      His wide, bow-shaped lips showed barely a hint of a smile before he tilted his head and his lips met hers. He tasted warm and sweet when his mouth covered hers. Gentle. Loving almost, in how softly he grazed her lips. There was no tongue involved. No hand movement. He clutched her waist and placed his mouth perfectly over hers. Lord, that felt… amazing.

      He released her and his hands touched her face as he remarked, “That was nice.”

      Nice? That was far better than nice. She knew what nice felt like many times. It was a smooth, bubbling hot tub slowly enveloping you in its healing waters. Nice? Like petting a cat is nice? “Yes. Nice. It was nice. Maybe we should—”

      Stop! Suddenly, voices carried from the beach and…Oh, no! That voice. Melanie recognized it instantly. It belonged to her dad.
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      INESCAPABLE PANIC OVERWHELMED HER as Melanie grabbed the stranger’s torso, using him as an anchor to twirl herself around before ducking under the water. She carefully placed his body in front of hers to face the beach. Her head was the only thing above water, but she tilted forward to hide her face. Naturally, the formerly appealing moonlight turned into a goddamned white spotlight over them.

      “What—?” Franklin glanced down at her, his tone reflecting his puzzlement of why she was suddenly huddled beneath the water, behind him. She had no other choice. This was a nine-one-one emergency. Her damn father was coming down to the beach and she was in the water, clad in only a bra and panties with a freaking stranger. The stranger wore no pants as well. So she had to hide. She’d rather drown than show herself.

      “Hide me. No matter what,” she managed to gasp out before he realized she was responding to the voices on the beach by effectively turning him into a shield. “Please.”

      Her whimper finally registered, and he turned toward the beach, setting his hands on his hips with his elbows out to offer her more coverage. “Of course.”

      “Hello?” Her dad’s voice rang out, sounding confused. Maybe even a little worried. No doubt. He could not fail to notice the large male figure standing by the big rock in the moonlight. He must have wondered what the hell the strange man was doing there in the water so damn late at night.

      She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to imagine what her dad would see from the sandy beach. A man standing as still as a statue, posed like Superman preparing to take flight. At least it wasn’t obvious the man wasn’t wearing traditional swim trunks. More importantly, that the man wasn’t alone but with Jack’s own daughter who was hiding behind him.

      The question rattled through her brain again, why was Jack Rydell at the beach this time of night? There was no earthly reason that made any sense. Except… what was that? A laugh? Oh, that laugh. She recognized her mother’s familiar titter. So her mother and father were sneaking down to the family beach at night… long past midnight? She closed her eyes and shuddered. The clearest conclusion was etched into her brain. They were down there to do what she intended to do. Her parents! And she chose the same spot. Because she had the same brainstorm. It shattered her soul. She could be progressive, wild, impulsive, sophisticated and even non-traditional in all matters of her life, beliefs and actions… but her parents? Ick. So, so ick! Maybe it was good that her parents were still so attracted to each other and whatever, but did she have to learn that now? Like this? Burning up with red hot embarrassment, she ducked down deeper, sliding her face into the placid water to cool the sizzling embarrassment. But she still had to breathe. And she could still hear them.

      “Is someone there?” her dad inquired.

      “Jack? Who are you talki—” Her mom’s voice replied but she must have spotted the stranger too. Melanie’s stranger. But still a stranger. Fun times.

      “Uh… hi. I’m sorry to startle you. My… my friend and I stopped on the other side of the river to… talk and swim. We came over here to check out this big rock and inadvertently interrupted you guys. We’re both sorry. She’s… um… well… very modest. So again… we’re both sorry but could you… perhaps leave us? Just long enough to allow us to get back across the river?”

      Silence. Then… “Oh, yes… of course…” Her dad was more than flustered.

      The stranger added, “Again, we’re so sorry for trespassing and startling you. We don’t mean you any harm.”

      Oh, my goodness, he was polite and concerned but he was drawing her parents into more conversation, and he needed to stop talking.

      “Oh, we appreciate that. But we don’t own the river. Anywhere below the flood line on the shore is open to all. So— thank you for the concern, but you aren’t trespassing,” her mother replied.

      “Well, yeah… maybe you’re right, but I’m sure this situation might be a little more than the law allows.”

      Her dad, Jack, freaking laughed. “We appreciate that. And have a nice night.”

      “You too, sir.”

      Melanie’s heart was a hammering and her skin burned. She nearly melted with embarrassment. This Franklin was so grown-up. Close to her age, she guessed, and politely apologizing for startling her parents on their beach and for being somewhat inappropriate. They weren’t really. They didn’t get caught naked, having sex against the rock, but their unexpected presence could have been a nuisance to any property owner.

      Maybe, just maybe, this stranger deserved to know her favorite color.

      But first, she had to flee her parents while she was dressed only in her underwear.

      “Okay. The coast is clear,” Franklin informed her a few moments later. Rising up, he turned towards her and smiled, tucking some wet strands of hair behind her ears. “Oops. Guess we weren’t the only ones sneaking in a late-night swim—”

      Oh, no. Not about her parents. “Right,” she interrupted quickly. “So, let’s cross.”

      Hopping around, she pushed off the sandy bottom and dived, using her arms and legs to frog-kick across the river. When she reached waist-deep water, she walked right across without once glancing back. She hopped irregularly as if hot coals were under her feet instead of pebbly river rock. It was slippery and slimy and hard to navigate while staying upright. She wobbled and bobbed but finally reached dry rock where she scrambled towards her clothing. Finding her shirt, she quickly ducked as she pulled it over her. Sitting with knees folded to her chest, she tried to shield the wet naked parts.

      Was anything more like a bucket of ice-water in a sexy situation than hearing one’s father’s voice? Or finding one’s father in the exact place, doing exactly the same thing as one intended? Shuddering, she sighed. No. There could not be anything worse than that.

      She must have scurried away fast because she had to wait for Franklin to splash up onto the rocks and flop down beside her.

      She felt him staring down at her until he eventually started to laugh. “So… not quite fully bad-ass? Whoever they are, they were hospitable and definitely not strangers. And they revealed a whole different side of you.”

      Grumpily, Melanie hugged her knees tighter. Modesty was now a priority. “Fine. I know them. But they’re not anyone I’m comfortable with seeing me like this.”

      “I can believe that. You’re awkward enough with strangers so I’d imagine recognition makes it much worse.”

      She tilted her head to look his way. “I guess it really was just a swim.”

      “Honestly? This ending seems more appropriate. And I still had a far more interesting evening than I would have with anyone else. Actually, the odds of meeting someone else are about zilch. So all and all? Great swim, stranger.” He tapped his shoulder on hers in a friendly, almost brotherly gesture. It did more for her at that moment than his kiss. From their first interaction, he seemed like a decent, genuine, interesting and pretty chill person.

      She usually found such people few and far between.

      She tipped her head up and said, “Gray. My favorite color is gray.”

      He stilled. Instantly, he knew why she said that. She liked how easily they communicated without wasting any words.

      She could have predicted his reaction but she was glad to see she really could read him. “I got the favorite color? Already?”

      “Yes. You were decent tonight and sometimes people aren’t when they get tested. So I appreciate that. You kept me hidden, accepted all the blame and were exceedingly polite to the landowner. So yes. Maybe you’re not a worthless stranger but someone I might like to know. Not to say that can’t change in a heartbeat.” Flushing, she added the caveat quickly to mask her vulnerability.

      “Huh. I’ll take it. I almost feel special because you don’t give away much about yourself.”

      “I do. But only after it’s earned. I just have to make sure people are worth it. I prefer to avoid stupid, dumb, ignorant, or annoying people.”

      “What about people you might disagree with on politics, policies or the like?”

      “Depends on whether they can argue their side without reverting to idiocy. Can they quote real sources and real facts and reliable information with informed opinions?”

      She liked his smile, and the moonlight complimented the smooth planes and angles of his face. She almost had to blink his damn smile was so bright. How could such a real live man be so handsome? “Yes. He can do all those things. Even if he won’t agree fully with you. And he really hates referring to himself in the third person. Or using a strange name.”

      “Then if we agree to be intelligent, smart and interesting and debate each other in a way that’s fun but not offensive, then hell yes, bring it on. I love winning arguments and convincing the other side to endorse my perspective. That’s up there with the best conversations there are.”

      He nodded. “I totally agree.”

      “But it disqualifies all the stupid, dumb, ignorant and annoying people.”

      He fist-bumped her. “See? Common ground.” Beaming at her when she fist-bumped him back, he laughed, and she had to smile.

      He spread out his fingers, raising his hand and placing his palm flat with hers as her hand copied his. Then he curled his fingers over and between hers, holding her hand in his. She stared at the intimate connection. Something warm zinged up her arm and excited all her nerve endings. Flushing, she scolded her brain for overreacting to a simple handhold. It was no big deal. But oh, damn. It felt pretty big right now.

      This man made her heart bump irregularly. She felt like a young girl sitting in class and seeing her favorite crush walk in.

      Who could have guessed that would happen? Never did before.

      He guided the conversation back to its original subject. “Talk about a slow leak of information. Gray? Gray is your favorite color? It’s not even a real color. It’s a shade. A base to make color. You are an artist—whatever that means—and you like gray the best? Bland, boring, common gray?” His lips twitched as he lifted his other hand and made fake explosions from his brain. “Mind-blowing.”

      It was impossible not to laugh with him. “Gray is the basis for all life’s colors and vibrancy. Black and white are stark. Just exactly the colors they present. Black is black and white is white. No shades in between. No contours or layers. While other colors have shade from dark to light, the dark to light of those two colors, the most prominent and bold of all the colors, becomes the most versatile in layers of gray. It’s the source and the basis of all colors. It’s light and dark and in between all at once. It’s white. It’s black. It possesses the potential for all the colors of the rainbow and showcases the world to us. It is pleasing and easy on the eyes and more interesting, because it is so layered. It lacks the shocking surprise of a crimson red or the subtle, mood-enhancing blue or the natural sensation of a dark green, but it has its own personality, one that I think many people overlook. They see plain gray. A neutral color, and some like it for that reason. But really, it’s so much more than that. So gray’s my favorite color but not for being neutral or boring or common. I know exactly why I love it and—”

      “Gray,” he repeated while nodding his head. “Wow, I’ve never heard anyone explain their reason for liking a color, but yours is unusual and I guess I lied when I said gray was bland or boring and very unlike you. It’s definitely you when you explain how you see it.”

      “Strange. Weird. Unusual? That’s how you see me?”

      “No. Unique. Interesting. Extraordinarily uncommon.” He turned his torso toward her, taking his free hand to touch her face. Trailing his fingertips slowly from her temple to her chin, he ventured across her cheek. It was a soft, warm, gentle touch. “Tough. Bold. Strong. And when you suddenly shied away from your neighbors to avoid any inappropriate conclusions, you revealed your decency, which you also appreciated in me, I think. You seem polite and well-behaved when necessary, but you like to walk the line of what that actually means.”

      No one ever pegged her so accurately, let alone, a stranger. Hell, people who knew her for a long time couldn’t have done any better.

      “So the artist uses gray and all its many shades as the basis of her work?”

      “Yes. The artist sees more than others might see. Doesn’t mean I’m right. I just like to take ordinary things and put layers behind it. Bring out the interesting features that maybe aren’t fully obvious at first.”

      His hand squeezed hers as he shifted around. “So… tell me how did you happen to be in that small bar tonight?”

      She stiffened and he must have felt her subtle body change because he chuckled. “Or not. Tell me whatever you like. Just keep talking. Keep showing me some part of you so I can respond. I want to keep building my case in that smart, unique head of yours until I can advance from being an unworthy stranger to someone that deserves to know the banal facts about you. Facts like… maybe your favorite childhood toy?”

      His observations were laser-beam accurate and right on. As deftly as a surgeon with a scalpel, this man easily sifted through all the things she said, even her mannerisms, to make his own observations about her. His observations turned out to be so right, he seemed to know her long before this night.

      “Cabbage Patch Kids.”

      His head jerked back to look at her. “What?”

      “You asked what my favorite childhood toy was, and I had more than one: Cabbage Patch Kids. I had a total of six of them that I carried with me everywhere. I pretended they were my babies. I never thought of them as toys or dolls I played with. I got them up every day and dressed and fed them. Thankfully, I never had to change their diapers, but logic tended to be ignored by the young—”

      She paused, almost biting her tongue. She almost let the young Melanie slip out. He snickered. “Damn. You almost ousted yourself, Eleanor. Keep talking, by all means.”

      She elbowed him in his side. “Me. By the young me. I took care of them for more than three years. So they were by far my favorite toys.”

      “Aren’t they relics from decades ago?”

      “Yep. One of my aunt’s collected them. None of her kids wanted or cared about them, but I sure did. They were overused and sort of ratty by the time I got them, but that could not diminish my joy in them. They were brand new and untouched to me. Adorable too. I loved them so much. When anyone called them dolls or toys, I felt hurt. I even tried to shield them from hearing that, to protect their feelings from the hurtful words. Of course, no one meant any harm by that, they were just trying to be nice when they saw me taking them everywhere. But it was painful to hear them referred to as mere objects to play with.”

      He chuckled. “You must have had a vivid imagination then.”

      “I did then. And still do.”

      “How did you carry around so many at a time?”

      “I found another relic at my parents’ place, a Radio Flyer red wagon. I used that to bring them everywhere except in the winter when the snow got too deep for the wheels. Then my dad…” Her heart swelled as the fond memory flashed in mental images and a smile curled her lips. “He customized a sled with runners to pull them through the snow. He put little railings on it to keep my dolls safely inside. I pulled all of them around in that. My winter version of the wagon.”

      “So your mom and dad pretended the babies were real and you were their mother?”

      “Oh, yes. Yes. I took them with me literally everywhere and my parents humored me. They indulged my fantasy and helped me sustain it. Until I started school, I was almost inseparable from my Cabbage Patch Kids.”

      “Did they have names? I assume you still have them. Unless you’re a monster, no way you would get rid of things that are comparable to your favorite pets, which you cared for everyday for years.”

      “Of course, I still have them. At least, I still have access to them. They’re stored at my parents’ house. And I am not a monster. Their names were Steven, Ritchie, Ashley, Jackie, Julie and Chris. But my Chris was a girl, not a boy.”

      “So… now I know something about your parents. They must still be together, and you obviously get along with them, given your loving tone and rather tender reverie when you described the sled your dad customized for you. There’re all kinds of shit coming out here, Eleanor. Better be careful or I’ll know your name next.”

      It was impossible not to laugh. “What about you? What’s your favorite color and your best childhood toy? That’s only fair. I told you mine…”

      He didn’t miss a beat with her teasing and flirting. Sure, he got her sense of humor. And her ease around him continued. He wasn’t wrong about that. “Red. When you referred to it as bold and obvious, I cringed a little. No other reason than I find it pleasing to the eyes. See? I’m pretty ordinary and usual. If you met me at my day job, you’d realize I’m just a lowly worker, doing menial work and quickly move on. I have no mysterious past or anything of interest about what I do or who I am. So my favorite color is red. Just because I like it.”

      She liked his reply. He was genuinely concerned she might think he was boring for not being anything like her. That was so astute. It was enough to keep her engaged. So far.

      “And your favorite childhood toy?”

      He grimaced. “If I answer wrong, will a buzzer go off with that ‘womp, womp, womp’ noise for a wrong answer, like what happens on game shows? Is this my last chance to pass your approval? Will I move on to the next round or be tossed out of the game? How can I answer that to stay in?”

      Yep. He was funny and interesting, and he liked having her speak to him. “No such drama. Just inquiring. Tit for tat and all that.”

      “You know what I want to say to that…”

      And he was fun. She liked having fun too. “I do. Childhood toys tend to clash with tit-talk. So…”

      “Okay. Okay. Clean answers. I loved my collection of Transformers. Optimus Prime was my all-time favorite. Yep. Not very unusual. I didn’t consider them as being alive or real. They never talked to me, however, I talked for them. I liked to create combat scenarios, but I was pretty low-key in the imagination department, compared to you.”

      Relaxing, she stretched out her legs. Still clad only in her underwear, a bra and her shirt, the warm evening was pleasant and she felt very comfortable.

      “Okay, now tell me how you came to be in the bar tonight?”

      “That’s too close to revealing my real name.”

      “Okay. Then why did you feel the urge to discuss the fine arts tax with me? How about that?”

      “That, we can talk about. Now that I know you better, you can get my full spiel.”

      He beamed at her and replied, “You barely know me better. But I have a pretty good sense about you, Eleanor. Anyway, I was purporting the viewpoint of landowners and developers. We need them to garner the money and capital for the projects, which also provide lots of jobs that—”

      And off he went. Melanie came right back at him. The banter continued for hours as they sat on the rocky shoreline and debated, chided and flirted. There was plenty of laughter, and a few well-versed burns. Zingers can be so much fun. He was well-informed, which made for a fantastic debater. He wasn’t emotional or passionate but showed a keen knack for zeroing in on the facts. Melanie impressed him with her unmasked zeal and passion.

      For hours, their conversation drifted over all kinds of topics with no sense of beginning or end. From here to there, one comment led to critical questions which wandered away, making both parties curious, as they both ventured on, wild and free, eagerly exploring everything they could learn about each other. Late evening crossed over to early morning. The temperature never dropped far, with three-digit temperatures predicted for the coming day. Suddenly, the dark sky started to lighten.

      “I think sunrise is close.” She yawned and stretched, finally succumbing to her exhaustion and heavy eyelids. Until that moment, the lively conversation was too interesting to relax and enjoy the last minutes of the night. It was hard to stop talking. Their discussion was invigorating and seductive, so much that she didn’t want it to stop. There were so many tangential threads dangling between them that she’d finish one before going back to finish the next and so on.

      “I know we agreed this is a one-night swim. But what about some coffee and a pastry? My treat. Bakery in Pattinson opens in half an hour. Exactly how long our drive there would be.”

      Daylight? Pattinson? That was close to River’s End. And many of the people she knew could be passing on the road or entering the establishment as well. But it was pretty early. Or late, for them. Melanie was very tempted, and she finally nodded yes. This felt riskier than last night’s spontaneous invite to follow her for a swim. Sharing the dawn’s early light with a coffee in a bright, populated bakery? It was Saturday, so she hoped it would be relatively empty. Sundays were always busy at an early hour. Crossing her fingers that no one yelled out her name, she decided to prolong their overnight date. But real names would ruin the magic of it.

      “Yes,” she replied, adding, “if it’s your treat. Who am I to turn down a free breakfast?”

      He grinned as he rose to his feet, also clad only in his underwear. He turned to find his clothing, which he put on while she did the same. When they were both dressed, they turned toward each other and gazed up at the sky. It was a soft, morning white with a streak of faint, pearly-pink that started in one corner above the mountain edge. Standing in awe, he glanced at her, and she looked up at him. His teasing, smiling expression was gone. His eyes were suddenly infused with a deeper, more intimate expression than she’d seen so far. He slid his hand into her hair and tucked a long strand behind her ear. “Sunrise pink has just become my favorite color. It will always remind me of sharing this special spot with you.”

      Her heart swelled and bubbled. She could feel it expanding. Damn. What an odd yet potent effect he had on her. She stared at him with big eyes filled with desire. She could imagine herself worshiping him. She feared her feelings were too easily revealed in her gaze to this stranger. This man whose name was still unknown to her. But she knew a lot more about him than she did most people. “That was cheesy and unlike you.”

      “No. I meant it, it’s true. That color is impossible to describe. Is it just pink? Or purple? Or pale red or magenta? The white sky is definitely tinted but the color is indescribable. It’s soft, potent, vibrant, and a product of many different shades. A thousand shades combined. It’s brilliant, unique and undeniably there, but no one can capture its essence. That is why I can only call it sunrise pink. It’s my new favorite color. And it’s the essence of you.”

      Pick-up lines usually failed miserably on Melanie. But that one sure as shit scored some points. He stepped closer, her “come hither” look surely drawing him in as his steamy gaze pulled her towards him. She stepped into his space, and he wrapped his arms around her waist. He pulled her as his head adjusted to hers. His lips were full as pillows and softer than eider down. She lifted herself on her tiptoes to give him more access. Greedily, she wanted to taste that heavenly softness. Her hands crept up his back, fisting his shirt between her knuckles. When she tugged him down, tacitly demanding his soft lips press harder on hers, he took the hint. His hot, sweet tongue glided along her lips before he slipped it into her mouth.

      Oh. The explosion of feelings that bubbled and boiled in her bloodstream nearly floored her. It was so fast, like a hot, blue flame reaching the boiling point in nanoseconds. Incredible. She moaned into his mouth as their heads tilted for easier access to each other. The first kiss they shared was sweet and with closed mouths. The novelty of it made it very special. But this one was with open mouths, colliding tongues and husky moans. This one involved full body clinging and pressing of body parts. The kiss went on and on as the sunrise pink sky changed to gold, yellow, orange and pastel blue. Streaked like a watercolor of sunrise beauty. And still they kissed. They were careful to keep from touching each other anywhere else. But the kiss they shared was long, erotic and sexy. She imagined the sultry nights they could enjoy as the daylight grew brighter.

      Suddenly the soft light that first covered the sky wasn’t so soft and colorful or interesting. It was simply bright, bold and blinding. They could easily be spotted by anyone who journeyed to the beach across the river. Any one of her dozens of family members. That sobering thought suddenly triggered her withdrawal. She moved away only a few inches. Her chest was all but gasping for breath, and she imagined she felt like a cross country runner after finishing a marathon.

      Her only comfort was hearing Franklin gasp too.

      “Um… should we get our coffee before the entire valley sees us?” she suggested. This side of the river had a sheer wall of mountain with a single-lane dirt road slashing it horizontally. At any moment, her family and neighbors would be on their way to work or checking the orchards and fields. Her uncles worked in the orchards.

      “Yes. Right. Coffee.” He blinked and Melanie felt somewhat gratified in knowing the sleepy, sexy, lulling effect her kiss obviously had on the man. He seemed as far gone as she was.

      More excitement when he grabbed her hand as they started to cross the rock-strewn beach. Her butt had indentations from the rocks she sat on all night. Endlessly squirming and wiggling to get comfortable, both she and Franklin remained silent about the harsh seating arrangements. Yet neither mentioned their discomfort. The connection between them was so new and tentative, if they moved or complained, they both feared it might ruin the magic. And goddamn! Those long hours of conversation were capped with a sunrise kiss… It was pure magic.

      Daylight had a nasty habit of ruining late-night magic. What seemed so awesome or irresistible and a good idea at three in the morning, often didn’t last until seven. Amazing how much difference an hour or two can make when it comes to the perspective of a situation or a person.

      She watched the man leading her, tugging gently on her hand as he stepped and wobbled here and there, just as she did. Several times, they almost took each other down until the other one helped keep their balance. They played a game of give and take. Whoever was steady and sure-footed, helped the other one who floundered. The roles they each played alternated. Seeing this man in the bright, harsh, blinding light of day did only one thing for Melanie: she found him even more handsome than before. His killer smile made her heart leap and she got butterflies from his mere glance at her.

      Her eyes began to hurt. The gritty sensation caused by lack of sleep combined with the brightness of the day felt like someone’s finger was jabbing into them. She never spent a night like last night. In all her crazy antics and yes, one-night-stands, nothing was ever like this. More accurately, nothing ever made her feel… magical. It felt right too. Fun. And amazing. They could be the hero and heroine of a movie or novel and this would be how it felt. Trumpets would blare and they’d live happily ever after.

      After they had coffee. Damn. She needed some caffeine and sugar to neutralize the sudden wave of fatigue that overcame her. Her stomach was empty, and she feared becoming dangerously jittery. Back to boring reality. No soundtrack here. Just standing in front of their respective vehicles, squinting under the punishing sunlight.

      “I could drive us and bring you back for your car later today. If you feel comfortable, that is. No pressure,” Franklin offered.

      She considered it and thought would anyone realize she was parked here? No. Doubtful. This car wasn’t the same one she drove to town on her last visit. And the lure of shutting her heavy eyelids proved too strong. “Yes. I need heaps of sugar to keep going.”

      He laughed and walked with her before opening the truck door. Chivalry was always lost on her in the past. She found it more of an annoyance than a courtesy. It was something her old-fashioned dad and uncles believed in. She often rolled her eyes at the futility of it. She never allowed her dates to bother with it.

      But she tolerated it now. This one time. Now, it was kind and touching.

      Flopping onto the truck seat, she looked around but found no identification or anything to mark what he did for a living or whom he really was. Sighing, she clicked her seatbelt and waited for him to do the same. After he backed down the rocky lane and cruised onto the two-lane highway, she drifted to sleep. She was so quick to trust him, she might have been a newborn baby with its mother. When the truck stopped, she startled awake. “Holy crap. I actually fell asleep with a strange man in his truck.”

      “You really did. But the strange man brought you to the source of your craving. Here is where you can get a good dose of morning sugar.”

      “And caffeine.” She laughed.

      They both shuffled out, each a bit wrinkled and night-worn, but not too bad. They were both well beyond the shameful walk of a one-night-stand. They grabbed their coffees and picked out a pastry. Without any discussion but a simple eye lock and a nod, they requested the order to go. In no time at all, they were back in his truck with their precious breakfast treats.

      Sinking her teeth into the gooey, hot apple fritter, Melanie voiced her ecstasy before sipping the hot brewed coffee, which only increased her pleasure. “This is so much better than a drunken hookup. I’m sober and grateful instead of being miserable and barely surviving.”

      He bit his Danish without the accompanying sounds of pleasure. “I love how simple it is to make you happy. The joy you receive from…”

      “Does it remind you of sex? Yes, food and sex are the primary providers of great joy to me.”

      It was the first unvarnished reference to sex in hours. His gaze landed on hers and he held it. She swallowed her bite and the sudden crackling energy zapping between them was palpable.

      “Wow. Now sugar and caffeine aren’t all that I’m craving,” she whispered. Her bold statement was not reflected in her voice. She was wispy and unsure. Wavering even.

      “I could take you back to your car now. Or… I have a work trailer not too far from here. It isn’t much. And I obviously am not looking for anything from you. But if you’d like to come back there with me… maybe we could relax or…”

      “Yes.” She nodded, all but gulping. “Yes, I’d like that very much.”

      “You trust me now?”

      “I do. Don’t make me regret it.”

      He held her gaze and replied in a quiet, intense, but shockingly serious tone. “Never. I will never prove you wrong for trusting me. You simply must.”

      Even though she didn’t know his first name or where he worked, she knew at her gut-level that he spoke the truth.

      Franklin was truthful in every way but admitting his real name.

      What started as a game with her suddenly felt like so much more.

      She nodded, unable to speak or articulate because of the rush of feelings coursing through her. Maybe it was due to exhaustion. The need for sleep. And good food. But she trusted him. She was feeling comfortable and at ease, but an edge of anticipation occupied her mind. She allowed him to take her to his place without telling another soul. Nobody knew their whereabouts. And yet she felt as safe as if she were going to her parents’ ranch.

      Maybe her sense of trust was dull and ignorant but if she turned out to be wrong about him, she really hoped she would never be right about anyone else. He seemed so legitimate, the real deal and a kindred spirit, yet so different from her. Like positive and negative ions, they sought each other out to create the perfect bond.
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      THE COMPANY HOUSING WAS a shiny trailer in a dumpy RV court. There weren’t many in the area, but this one was located in the sticks of the small town of Tarlton, north of Pattinson by about thirty miles. “It’s not much. Temporary living quarters while I work in the area.”

      “You’re not permanently stationed in this neighborhood then?” she asked. It was the first question about his identity for many hours. They sat in his truck after he turned off the engine.

      He turned his head and caught her with a serious, searching expression. “Correct. I’m not. Is that something you can handle? Are you permanent? Do you want me to take you to your car now? It was fun… swimming, I mean, and all that, but daylight changes stuff. I get that.”

      Straightening up, she grabbed the door handle. “Truth? It does. Usually. This time? It didn’t. I find you as intriguing at nine AM as I did at midnight, standing in the moonlight on the river. Go figure. I don’t want to go to my car yet.”

      He nodded, stalling a moment before grabbing his door handle. “All right then. As long as you’re comfortable.”

      “I am.”

      She followed him inside the shiny, aluminum Airstream trailer. Though compact and impersonal, it looked quite new and well kept.

      “How about some real food? Maybe a turkey and cheese sandwich? I even have some lettuce and tomatoes. I shopped yesterday for the week, so there are a few fresh items. And…” He bent over to look inside his open refrigerator as he spoke. “Even some peaches and fresh cherries from the fruit stand down the highway. You know which one I mean?”

      He chatted casually with her and even made her laugh. She felt imminently safe. His ability to segue from being an interesting conversationalist to teasing her in a kind of ordinary way left her slightly off balance. He could be very stimulating and then suddenly common place. Now, by asking her what type of sandwich she preferred, he was disarming the conversation even more. She relished his offer of fresh fruit. She could not forget that. His fresh fruit that he planned to eat during the week. Smiling, she walked closer, and he popped up to look at her over the open door. The trailer fridge was half the size of a regular cabinet, and while waiting for her answer, he appeared eager to feed her. She loved that.

      “Um… sure. yes. All of that. I’m not a picky eater and real food sounds great.”

      “Happy to hear that.” He sounded almost anxious. Yep, she dug his sweet behavior and his nurturing too.

      “You didn’t eat anything last night. I had a burger and fries before you got there. I mean, maybe you went somewhere else, but if not, a donut can’t be enough to sustain you…” He glanced at her to tacitly ask if she’d eaten before she met him. Shaking her head in response, he nodded with an almost satisfied air. “Just as I thought. So a healthy sandwich it is.”

      She sat down on the small couch that was scrunched against the front of the trailer. The kitchen was in the center and beyond that was the bedroom. He chatted about the sandwich while he prepared it and seemed perfectly content that she was there. This strange woman he only met the night before. What an unexpected damn day she created for them.

      He handed her a plate with a deli-style sandwich and a cut-up peach. Wow. Melanie was not prepared for the sheer presentation of it. Suddenly starving, she grabbed it. “This looks excellent. Thank you.” Her words were voiced around the rapid succession of bites, and she quickly devoured her sandwich. He sat down too and bit into his own sandwich. She didn’t speak for a while, being too occupied by the tangy, wonderful sandwich that filled her tastebuds before dropping into her empty stomach. It did the trick and instantly made her feel better.

      “That was much needed,” she muttered gratefully as she slipped the sweet, fresh peach slice between her lips.

      He nodded. “I thought so too,” Franklin replied, but his gaze was pinned on her lips. A moment earlier, they were contentedly eating together, side-by-side on the small couch, and now he was staring at her as if she were licking the peach slice seductively with her tongue for his pleasure. She smirked at the image since she wasn’t. But his gaze smoldered with sparks as if he were fantasizing about that. Could she really have a line into his most secret fantasies so fast? Doubtful. Or could she? Something about this man made her feel like she’d always known him, but the fresh zing! of total awareness she noticed seemed as if it could never fade, not even after a decade.

      A decade?

      Ugh. She shuddered. What was wrong with her? She never daydreamed about meeting men or women she was interested in. Sexual interest was a fleeting passion and could never last for decades, not for her. Where did that come from? Banishing the thought, she refused to indulge it even in the privacy of her own brain. Franklin sailed through all of her usual defenses and valid reasons to hide from others, dissolving her wall of separation with his warmth and honesty. She feared she might do something stupid, like try to see him again.

      No.

      So she had to stay a mystery and be Eleanor. Her decision made, she was sticking to it with steadfast resolve. She turned towards him after placing her empty plate on the little table at the side of her. His gaze met hers and he seemed to read the change in her mood. He finished chewing his sandwich and left his plate on the countertop right beside the couch, where the kitchen so conveniently started. Without a word, he rose to his feet, turned to her and set his hand out to assist her. He was as gentlemanly and polite as she observed so far. Being self-conscious of the situation, and very unsure, Melanie decided to move forward with it.

      Oddly, they both seemed more like old friends than strangers.

      She slipped her palm into his large, callused hand. No surprise his work involved physical labor. There wasn’t a patch of soft skin. But his fingers were gentle and tender. There was never any doubt of rejection from him when he offered his hand with the unspoken promise of her choice: she could stay or leave.

      For some reason, she felt surprisingly safe. Not something she expected from a night with a stranger.

      He turned but kept holding her hand behind him as he took the few steps through the narrow space to the “bedroom,” which filled the back end of the trailer. A queen-size mattress with two built-in nightstands on each side allowed just enough room for passage on each side of the bed. It was cozy and welcoming instead of feeling claustrophobic and cramped.

      He released her hand. “I didn’t want you to get lost.” His deadpan voice didn’t give him away, but she knew he was joking again. She loved his wry tone. He used it a lot. It was funny and sometimes sarcastic, without sounding mean or condescending.

      “So I guessed,” she replied.

      He turned and faced her. “There is no swimming here, but it’s the same as that. If you know what I mean.”

      “I get what you mean. I didn’t doubt it or there’s no way I’d be standing here.”

      “I hoped you’d say that.”

      His hand slipped to her waist, and he began tugging her towards him while his mouth descended. Almost as if they picked up where they left off from the pink sunrise kiss. Their lips twisted and danced, gliding together and savoring each other. She lapped up his warmth and wanted more as a lovely sense of lethargy filled her. He kept kissing her while maneuvering her body towards the mattress behind her. She scooted back towards the headboard. His big body loomed over hers, surrounding her and thrilling her to the core. He kissed her and her legs parted before he rested his body against hers as if it were the most natural, ordinary, and perfect thing to do. His hand cupped her face and slid into her hair while kissing the corners of her mouth, her cheek, her temple and her hairline. He held and caressed her with a wild abandon that felt genuine. Her sighs reflected how much her body luxuriated under his.

      After several long, hot kisses, he released her but kept his arms around her. “What about a nap?”

      “Instead of… sex?”

      “Until sex. Make sure we’re both rested up… and that it’s something we both want.”

      She snorted. “Are you worried I can’t make sound decisions? I had only one glass of wine last night. I’m definitely of sound mind today.”

      “Right. But you are tired. And I am too, and I would love to have sex with you. But not until we’re fresh… and mutually sure.”

      “I’m sure.” She kissed his mouth.

      He smiled and replied, “I know. I just want to be sure you’re sure. A nap won’t change much. I’m not going anywhere. I have all day… if you do.” His tone issued a challenge.

      “I’m free too. Am I staying then?”

      “Why not? I have nowhere to go and nothing to do. Takes all the anxiety and time pressure out of it, if you want to. What do you say? You game?”

      “Until tomorrow?”

      “Sure. You know?”

      “I do know. Actually.”

      “Okay, then let’s take a… nap. Just like swimming.”

      “Think of all we can pack into a weekend, Eleanor.” His eyes were slowly shutting and his voice got heavy as well as his hold on her. In seconds, his breathing slowed and regulated. Crap. What a fantastic ability to fall asleep so quickly. Melanie’s eyelids felt extra heavy too. Falling asleep in his arms was comforting, whereas she usually detested any such situation. She was never much for snuggling and canoodling. Her take on affection was simple: touching and feeling strictly happen during fantastic fucking. But afterwards? Sleep is the primary target and she did that best alone. She liked to sprawl freely in bed with plenty of space and no one else to share it with.

      Franklin’s touch felt light and easy around her waist. His arms were strong but not overbearing. Comforting even. His well-defined biceps slackened with sleep. It was obvious his job entailed physical effort. He’d mentioned he worked construction as she did art. Maybe he worked as a laborer? Most likely. But why the “company” housing? Housing for transient workers was a common practice but this Airstream was brand new and certainly not typical of the usual quarters offered by orchard or ranch owners. The crews regularly occupied them in the early spring for planting and late summer to early fall during the harvest. As such, the accommodations were typically well-used and often abused. Franklin’s wasn’t extravagant, but it was definitely brand new, and it still smelled that way. Tidy and clean. Kind of like the man living in it.

      The day terminated in sleep and Melanie gladly surrendered to the floating zone of sanctuary. In a strange man’s arms.

      There were firsts for everything, and this was a first for her.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up. Hey there, Sleeping Beauty, I’m getting kind of hungry…” A jiggle on her shoulder made her stir. Groaning, Melanie moved away and nestled deeper in the comfy mattress beneath her. Then it occurred to her she wasn’t alone. Where in the hell?

      She jerked upright. Trailer. Nap. Franklin Roosevelt.

      Moaning, she blinked several times while trying to orient herself. Her eyelids worked overtime as she focused harder to make sense of the time and space. Franklin sat beside her on the bed, freshly showered. His hair was still damp and he wore fresh clothes. Light streamed through the trailer, but something was odd. What happened to the afternoon’s brightness? This seemed duller, almost like twilight. She groaned again. “Is the freaking sun setting already?”

      “Yeah. You slept the whole day away. Didn’t have the heart to wake you until now because I’m getting really hungry. I had a sandwich, but I want something hot and more filling. I didn’t dare risk leaving to get something on the chance you’d wake to find me gone and bolt… which would signal the end of the whole thing. So that’s why I’m waking you.”

      “I hate Sleeping Beauty,” Melanie grumbled. “Who sleeps for a hundred years waiting around for some doofus to kiss her? Ugh. Talk about diminishing the power of women…”

      “And now I know you’re not a morning person.”

      She gave him a snarl and a glare. “Ha. How could I be? It’s sunset. Evening. Night. So you can’t assume that.”

      “Well, it’s our morning anyway. Now we need to focus on some food. What do you say to a pizza? From Valley Magic? I love that place. My favorite is their chicken and pesto pizza. But of course, we’ll order whatever you like. I don’t really care what’s on top. Just so long as it’s hot. If you like pizza, that is.”

      His words buzzed around in her head. No, she was not a morning person. She never woke up feeling bright, shiny and sunny. She woke up in a state of confusion and her words escaped her. Both her thoughts and speech needed to warm up.

      “So… I see you are a morning person.”

      He beamed. “Yes, I am, Eleanor. Thank you for noticing. Now back to the pizza?”

      “Oh, my God! Anything is fine, just stop all the questions.” She massaged her temples while bowing her head and he chuckled as he rose to his feet. To her pleasant surprise, he planted a kiss at the top of her scalp.

      That cleared her grogginess in an instant. How could she ignore the little thrill that lifted her heart? Damn, that was better than nice.

      “Okay. Pizza it is. I’ll decide what toppings. Anything a no-go for you?”

      She lifted her head with a silent glare. He held his hands up and added, “I’ll just go for it then. It’ll be a surprise how it ends up.”

      Turning, he left the small bedroom area and thumped some more before the door shut and Melanie heard his truck starting. Of course, he assumed she’d stay put in the trailer as she had no vehicle. But her freaking cousin lived a short walk up the road. There was also a high school friend down this street. She could easily slip away while he was gone and never be seen again. But she chose to stay and flopped back on the bed. She dozed some more, finding his trailer bed surprisingly comfy.

      When she heard the truck return and Franklin entered, the delicious aroma of hot pizza immediately filled the small area with its cheesy warmth. “Okay. One garlic chicken, and the other only has cheese on one side and the other half is pepperoni. Simple and sweet, in case you don’t like variety. But if I eat the garlic chicken, you have to also, so my breath doesn’t blow you away.”  Dropping the keys on the counter, he chatted some more as he set the boxes down. She smiled while staring at the ceiling. There was something infinitely easy when she was around him and she found it very enjoyable. And cute. Damn. He was really cute. His large, callused but muscle-toned body had a hotness when he combined it with his sweet chatter. His concern that his breath could offend her and choice of several toppings to please her warmed her heart.

      He appeared in the small opening to his bedroom. “You’re still in bed.” He frowned.

      “I am. Bring me some pizza in here. Unless the bed police insist that I report to the table? It is night after all…” She swiped the curtain aside to show how dark the world was now.

      Flashing another smile, he didn’t answer but returned with steaming, large wedges of pizza on two paper plates. He handed one to her and she leaned against the headboard that doubled as the back wall of the trailer. A fabric design denoted the headboard. Propping pillows up, she leaned back, stretching her legs out and setting her plate on it. The heat seeped right through the plate and warmed up her bare legs enticingly.

      Biting into the garlic chicken and cheese, she savored the symphony of tastebud satisfaction. “Okay. Garlic chicken from Valley Magic Pizzeria is the best in the state. How did I not know this before?”

      His shrewd gaze whipped to her face. “Ah. So you know this area well enough to have tried some of the restaurants. Not a transplant, I’m thinking. Maybe you were on your way home from somewhere but didn’t have to be there on Friday night. So you stopped at the bar. Not sure why, but I doubt you know why you do what you do sometimes. Huh? Am I close?”

      Too fucking close. She shifted around uneasily.

      “Stop insisting on reality. Fantasy is always better. Mystery is much sexier. Come on, you’re single still, or so I presume. Oh, damn. I should have asked that question right off.”

      He grinned. “I’m one hundred percent single, yes.”

      “But you’ve been around the dating scene long enough to realize that the illusion is always better than reality. Why ruin it so soon?”

      “Why not?” He took another bite and slowly chewed before he swallowed. She noticed the large bites he took but thankfully kept his mouth closed while chewing. The intense vigor he displayed was kind of sexy and he obviously valued good nutrition. His quick swallow made him seem manly without being obnoxious. Who knew a macho guy could attract her? Never part of the criteria before. In the past, she preferred the opposite and was every bit as sexually aroused with a woman.

      “Why not ruin it now? Today? Why don’t we both tell each other our real names and… see what happens? Strangers we might be, but we’ve already shared our favorite colors, and talked all night and slept together all day. So why not?”

      Shaking her head, a bubble of panic began to rise inside her. Commitments always crossed her boundaries. She could commit but only on her terms. She hated, detested, and resented being pressured or tricked or even slightly cajoled.

      “I don’t want that yet.” She started to push the plate away when he reached over to stop her.

      “Okay. We won’t then. Your rules. We should continue to remain Franklin and Eleanor.”

      “But you want something more.”

      “Yes, but I accept your parameters. I’d rather work around them than for this to end in a fleeting moment.”

      “Don’t even try to manipulate me.”

      He smiled a huge, charming grin as he leaned back, giving her more space. His winning smile made her heart skip a beat. “Oh, I don’t need to do that. I’ll just be me in all my glory and make you beg to know me at the end of it. You’ll be dying to know my real name. Wanting me to—”

      Unable to stop herself, Melanie suddenly pushed her food aside, flinging the covers off and crossing the bed on her knees. She moved his plate away and grabbed his face in her hands before kissing him passionately. His surprised, smiling, cocky, wonderful face beamed. She kissed and cajoled him until his tongue finally tangled with hers. He leaned back and let her fill all her senses with him.

      She kissed and kissed as her heart sang and swelled. She loved every moment of his warmth and presence around her. He made her feel small and protected, but also strong and independent when he fully surrendered to her, letting her control everything.

      Gripping his shoulders with her fingers, she squeezed the flesh and reveled at the sinewy muscles she felt. She released him long enough so he could take off his shirt while she did the same. His eyes were fastened on the lace bra that covered tops of her breasts, he finally lifted his gaze to hold hers. “Are you sure?” he asked.

      “I’m sure. I’m fully hydrated, rested, fed and ready. So… no more excuses.”

      He laughed and moaned at once as he gathered her in his arms and leaned over her. She saw his eyes sparking with both interest and tenderness. “Oh, no excuses. I definitely don’t need those. Are you all in this time?”

      “All in.”

      Their kisses were in sync and intense. When she pushed, he received, when he got more aggressive, she accepted him. They went back and forth, without either one being in charge, but neither of them were submissive, either. Darkness dimmed the room since there was no light on. Moonlight appeared from the one drape she opened, which cast them in soft, sensual shadows. Shaded by the night. She liked the contrast of darkness and light.

      It was pure art. That thought filled her brain when his kisses trailed to her neck and his rough hands blazed a downward path. Her head felt warm, and her thoughts spun like the first glass of champagne hitting the bloodstream. She was more than eager with want for his fingers to touch her breasts. Oh, she thrived on the sensations. Now. Here. Everywhere. His mouth was hot and his hands were hasty. She wanted more but wasn’t clear about what she craved until she decided she had to have all of it. She wanted him to do everything to her and right now. Hungry and needy, she mumbled incoherently.

      His lips descended to the tops of her breast, he kissed her once and then chuckled, “I promise all that, sweetheart.”

      She liked his endearment. And the humor-laced tone he used. In the past, she might have stifled the urge to punch a guy for saying something like that to her.

      Like the snuggling and canoodling, Melanie hated cute nicknames.

      She allowed his touching and kissing while feeling warm, fuzzy-headed, and ready, like a skewered treat waiting to be devoured.

      More kisses and intimate touches. They were better than exquisite. Light, soft and deep to hard and then to tender. His magic abilities prepared her brain to explode when he switched and centered all the sensations in a different spot, just as heavenly and fulfilling as before. She had never been played so artfully and could only lie there happily taking everything he gave her. Soaking it all up and loving every detail.

      His soft touch was sweet when he gently undid her bra and tugged it off her. He showed his expertise as he gripped her nipple and pulled the flesh rather hard. She was initially shocked at the zap of pain and pleasure, so she gasped. He bent down to bathe the pebbled nipple in the moist heat of his mouth, which was soothing and gentle until he bit her slightly. She almost cried out when he pulled it with his teeth and slid his tongue over the hardened flesh he captured. Lord, she had no idea how much she liked that.

      Meanwhile, his busy hands rubbed and explored her, dipping to her waistband and going beyond. She was dripping wet and ready for him. As his mouth worked over the other nipple, she felt his fingers slipping inside her before her hips responded to invite him deeper. Whimpering with soft sighs, his skillful teeth and tongue impressed her over and over. Her head fell back, and her eyes rolled up as her cries and moans became more shameless. Nonsense words and gibberish filled her mind until she finally screamed.

      He slid downwards, kissing her stomach while positioning himself in front of her. He swiftly removed her pants and panties before throwing them off the bed. His mouth continued the foreplay and she simply relaxed and let him kiss, lick and softly bite her in a rhythm that reached a crescendo before she’d even finished the last one.

      Her body became hot liquid, and she was so languid she feared she would melt into his bed. The all-consuming, amazing orgasm made her blink a few times at the ceiling until she started to focus her eyes as the stillness after her blissful screams fully resonated with her.

      She rose up onto her elbows to find him moving up her body again and his mouth slid over her skin with soft, encouraging kisses until he finally reached her lips.

      “That was… incredible. I didn’t fake it, either, obviously.”

      “Yeah, it was kinda obvious.” His tone was husky and low and his mouth tasted musky. Her heart thumped with unbridled satisfaction. He sounded so damn sexy, and she loved his rumpled hair from her hands.

      His dark gaze was unreadable as he scoured over her. This was an entirely different side of Franklin than she observed earlier. HOT didn’t begin to describe it. Kissing him, while fully wrapping her arms around his chest, she said, “Flip over. Let me please you now.”

      He grinned at her words and did what she asked. First, she addressed his pants and took them off. She kissed his mouth and his cheek, and peppered kisses down his neck until she licked his collarbone. She tongued all the planes of his sculpted chest. Glancing up at his face to catch the pleasure he expressed, she felt glad when he sighed as she slid her hand down his hard length. Then she licked and kissed and stroked his shaft, finally filling up her mouth with him. His hands tore into her hair and small sighs escaped him. Using her hands and mouth in delightful synchronicity, she soon had him headed towards an inevitable explosion when his hands tugged her upwards. She slid over him so her mouth was on his.

      “There’re condoms in that little drawer,” he informed her, and his tone was stark and commanding. Leaning over, she pulled the small drawer open and found his stash. Grinning, she opened the packet and slid the condom over him.

      She placed her hands on his shoulders to pull her hips right in line with his straining penis before she impaled herself on him. Her commitment totally enveloped her. His hands came to her waist, and he held her as she bucked up and down, repeating the same movement several times until the pace grew fast and rough. She clung to his shoulders to keep herself from being nearly catapulted off him. She felt the familiar sensation again, but it came from a different spot and this one originated much deeper inside her. The growing crescendo of pleasure crested and crashed, nearly drowning her with its intensity. She could barely catch a breath of oxygen. As she screamed and sighed and groaned with her mouth, he felt her release elsewhere. Moments later, he was buried deep inside her, holding her still as he pushed higher to penetrate her core as deeply and hard as their biology could allow. When his chest finally heaved, a long, groan emerged from his mouth.

      She collapsed and sprawled her legs over his, dropping her arms on each side of him, and tucking her head into his shoulder. Clinging to the aftershocks and warm glow, she cherished the sensations in every nerve ending of her body. A few residual flashes reminded her of the bliss.

      She dosed off for a few minutes, and when his body slipped out from under hers, she woke up. She slid off his body into the cool sheets that cuddled her nakedness. He got up and disappeared into the small bathroom. After he returned, she went in to clean herself up. When she came out, he lay still on the bed. She carefully nestled beside him and was pleasantly surprised she felt so comfortable doing it. Usually, after the act was over, she felt an itchy desire to leave. She never stayed once the sex ended. But now it was natural and easy when she slid into bed beside him. He put an arm around her and loosely rubbed her bare shoulder and back. While caressing her gently, he asked, “So… what’s your real name?”
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      MELANIE FROZE. “WE AGREED no names. No specific information.”

      “I agreed to that, then. I’m more invested now. I want to know your name.”

      “It’s still only been one night. We don’t know each other much more than last night.”

      “Agreed. But it feels like more. Are you done? Want to go home right now?”

      “Well… no. Not unless you want me to.”

      He wrapped his arms around her and clasped her tighter. “No. That’s why I asked your name.”

      “I like being Eleanor with you. Right now. This weekend. Contrary to how I presented myself, I usually don’t get to know people very fast, and I never fuck them after a single conversation.”

      His arms moved and he squeezed her waist. “Luckily, we didn’t. We had about a half dozen by then.”

      It was hard to keep this man at arm’s length. She felt like she’d known him so much longer than she had. “You know what I mean. I just need some… boundaries. Separation.”

      “So you’ll go home tomorrow and never see me again because we happened to decide to get close too quickly?”

      “No. I want to see you again. Maybe just give me a little space to figure out how to do this. I don’t commit very well. If you knew me, you’d realize how unusual this behavior is for me. Not the sex. But all the talking and connecting and being here. Still.”

      He kissed the side of her face. “Okay. Just don’t disappear without a word. Promise me that.”

      “I promise you I won’t. But only if—”

      “What? Name it?”

      “You get up and reheat that pizza so I can finish eating it.”

      He chuckled behind her, tickling her side and getting up from the bed. Moments later, she heard the microwave going. He was back in a few moments with her plate, which he handed to her. Grabbing his own pizza, he preferred to eat it cold.

      “Where were we before you attacked me for all my cuteness? I think you were deciding that you want to come visit me here again next weekend? And perhaps then you might tell me your name?”

      “Why next weekend?”

      “Well, you’ll have to go wherever you were originally headed. I’m guessing the family home for a visit. But that’s just a guess based on how you stopped for a drink. You also knew the area well enough to take me to a skinny-dipping spot. But you stayed overnight here with me so you must not be expected on a certain day or time. I’m surmising that your rabid sense of boundaries and keeping secrets and mysteries won’t allow you to give me the wrong idea by showing up during the week—even if you can’t stay away from me—and we both know that’ll be the case—anyway, I figure by next weekend, you’ll be good and ready to show up here to see me. So I’m counting on it. I’ll be here.”

      “Not at the dicey bar picking up another woman?”

      “I should, just to spite you. You deserve it too for all the games you like to play. But no. I’ll give you another chance to figure your shit out and quit being so weird.”

      “It’s not weird to keep your name and personal details unknown to a stranger.”

      “Oh? But stripping down to your bra and undies and having sex the next day are totally appropriate with said stranger? Just saying, your standards are a bit skewed for the average person. Most people exchange their names and a few personal details before the official clothing removal. But hey, whatever works for you, Ellie.”

      Her lips twitched. He knew how to make her hang-ups and extreme sense of caution, or whatever she needed to protect, seem funny, quirky and kind of ridiculous. Yet he seemed willing to comply with her still.

      “Fine. Next Friday night. I’ll come here. And we’ll see… maybe then…”

      “Names?”

      The hopeful look on his face made her flip her head back and laugh. “Maybe our full names.”

      “Even the middle and last?”

      “We’ll see. Got anything else to go with the pizza? Maybe something with a little sugar?” Still starving, she finished her slices.

      He nodded and came back with a pack of Oreos. “Nothing nutritious here.”

      “That’s what tomorrow is for.” Her grin was huge. She finished eating and started to clean up.

      Finger-combing her snarled hair, she quickly washed up and came out to see he already cleaned up the impromptu dinner party they had in his bed. He was stretched out on it. Slipping beside him, her eyes slowly closed. “I can’t believe I slept all day and now nothing sounds better than the idea of falling asleep again.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.” His warm lips grazed her forehead and then her cheek and mouth as things stirred and started to awaken, but in a soft, muted way. A more relaxed, comfortable way. As if she often curled up in bed and cuddled with him before falling asleep. What was it with this guy?

      The next day was as easy and comfortable as it was the whole previous day.

      Her underwear felt crusty as well as her teeth and hair. “Okay, I’m out of here,” she suddenly announced at four PM. It was a respectable time to pull into her family’s ranch on a Sunday afternoon and still be in time for dinner.

      Franklin wrapped his arms around her. “Why can’t I get your phone number? That won’t give anything away. If left to you, I’ll soon be forgotten in the wind.”

      She wished. No, there was something about him, and this weekend, that anchored her like a nylon thread tied around her. It kept tugging her back his way. “I’ll give it to you. And we’ll plan on next Friday night?” Lord, how she detested the wavering in her voice. Asking for his approval. The need for permission.

      “Yes. We’ll plan on it. I’ll text you to confirm it. Thank you. Just don’t ghost me or give me the wrong number.”

      She laughed while patting the side of his face. “That is something I’ve done before. But not this time. Come on, you felt it the same as me. If I didn’t want to see you again, I’d just leave now with no promises. I’m direct, if nothing else. Keeping my name unknown to you is a way of protecting myself but I did tell you all about it.”

      He rubbed the outside of her arms. “Okay. I guess I have no other choice but to trust you.”

      “Do you really want to see me again?”

      Leaning forward, he kissed her lips and pressed his forehead on hers. “I really do. It comes as a surprise to me too.”

      “Was the sex that good?”

      He smiled, simultaneously rolling his eyes. “Yes.” Then his smile had a more intense look. “But I also liked being around you. Again, another surprise to me.”

      She felt her emotions bolting through her. She knew what he meant because she felt the same way including the surprise. “Probably just a fluke. We’ll most likely hate each other next weekend. I’ll show up and it’ll be very awkward. We’ll both stare at our feet, mumbling our names to each other while seeking the first chance to separate.”

      He released her and nodded his head. “We can hope for that.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “It wasn’t a random hookup. Or a lucky fun night. A casual flirtation. It might mean something and that’s not part of the plan right now.”

      Dread and thrills flew up and down her spine. Not part of her plan either, but for some reason she wished it were. “I guess we’ll know if either one of us chickens out.”

      She set her hand out to shake on it. He smiled and nodded, answering her unspoken question and bet. Was he betting on them or against them?

      She finally dashed out to her car, which they retrieved this morning. It was parked outside, waiting for her to drive literally a few miles down the road. Just across the river and back up the road lay Rydell River Ranch.

      Finally. She was ready to go home.
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        * * *

      

      Passing through the Rydell River Ranch gate gave Melanie Rydell the greatest sense of coming home.

      Born and raised here, for many years her dad was the only patriarch and boss of all the ranching operations. The Rydell family were wealthy landowners. River’s End and the Rydell River Valley were a small, close-knit neighborhood. No one was better known there than her father. To hear him talk now, he used to be the patriarch, a long time ago. Now? He claims he’s just a horse trainer enjoying his favorite hobby.

      For years, her father was raising his sons and three younger  brothers with only his second youngest brother, Ian, to help him. Later, he met and married Melanie’s mom, Erin Poletti. The two were together for a whole decade before they had Melanie. Her brothers were the ages of the average father, and her dad was the age of a grandfather when she was born.

      Melanie was raised right in the hub of the Rydell River Ranch in the house her parents built after their original homestead burned to the ground in a tragic wildfire. Melanie never knew another home, and she liked living across the street from Jack’s three brothers. Her cousins and other relatives all lived together in a small family neighborhood near the Rydell River. Pine trees, open land and the river were her childhood playground and backyard.

      Melanie felt like an only child growing up. Even though her brothers still lived on the family land, they were both married with kids. She was the only child in her family. Her dad, mom and she enjoyed their evenings with dinner and quiet times together. On the ranch, where her brothers and their families lived, they often acted more like stepfathers than brothers to her. Their kids, her nieces and nephews, were her contemporaries and playmates. Her first cousins were all much older than her. Her two brothers were light years older than most of their cousins, since Jack had them when he was quite young, and his brothers had their kids much later in life. Jack was a great-grandfather to Lillian’s son Benny.

      Jack had Melanie late in his life, so she and her cousins grew up close together despite the generation gap.

      Melanie’s travels allowed her to live an unusual life. She chose interesting jobs from crewing on cruise ships to sculpting metal statues. That project was displayed in a park in honor of the indigenous people’s history there. She designed her sculpture after the drawings done by one of the tribe members. Melanie got the commission because they didn’t have a tribe member who could work with the metal as efficiently as she could. From that joint effort, she was soon hired to create more unusual art, slowly building up her resume and references. The last three years were finally proving profitable, and she made an incredible living off it now.

      Nothing in her lifestyle changed, however, so no one knew about her success.

      There was never a day she did anything usual or average. She refused to abide by any linear boundaries that matched anyone else. She doubted she could endure conformity. She didn’t rebel against the rural ranch life and culture that raised her, however. No. She loved her home. Still.

      She didn’t intend to prove anyone wrong or right about her. Or to make a blazing statement about herself, like she was any different from all the other women in this area.

      Taking the road less traveled always felt right to her. She wasn’t out to prove anyone else’s lifestyle or beliefs were wrong. Her choices weren’t comparable to anyone else’s and the constant search for challenging experiences was a pastime that filled her soul and fueled her bank account.

      Melanie was no dreamy, self-sacrificing, starving artist , either. Damn no. Being the daughter of Erin and Jack Rydell, who were well known for their practicality and pragmatism, it was already in her DNA, just like dyslexia and her love of art. She always earned enough money to support herself. Long ago, she started a savings account and always contributed substantially to it and to her solo 401K. That started when she was eighteen years old. She only had a hundred dollars to open it with. The hundred dollars was what she made from her first art sale. Since then, she made a habit of always putting at least twenty-five percent of her sales in it.

      And voila! Melanie had a solid, amazing retirement plan already in place along with plenty of fallback money for hard times or investing into a house. Unfortunately, no place beyond her family ranch could entice her as a permanent residence. Living as a minimalist, she had no expensive hobbies or frivolous expenditures, so her money was never spent on an elaborate lifestyle.

      As always, she was welcomed home. Phone call or not. It wouldn’t be the first time she showed up without any warning.

      Her heart happy and full, she opened the door to her childhood home and yelled, “Mom?”

      Erin came running down the stairs. “Melanie! We weren’t expecting you.” Her mom’s voice lilted with joy and her eyes grew large as she took in Melanie standing in the open doorway.

      “Surprise. I hope you don’t mind that I came home for the summer. I have a job lined up… and if it’s okay…?

      “Yes. Always. I can’t believe you’re here.” Her mom crushed Melanie to her chest as if she hadn’t seen her in centuries. Obviously, being surprised by the unexpected was just fine to Erin. Leaning back, her mom said, “Your dad will do backflips. He’s out in the barns, of course, and I was just going to text him that dinner was ready. Let me go set another place. And you…”

      She grinned, taking her cue. “I know, go get Dad.”

      Erin had a soft, wise grin. She knew Melanie wanted to surprise Jack as long as she had the chance. Eagerly now, Melanie all but jumped off the porch before she ran down the driveway to the rescue barns where her dad was putting the horses away for the night. She used to imagine him tucking the injured, sick, neglected, needy, sad, vulnerable, skittish horses into their beds. She knew how much TLC they all required. But in reality, Jack administered medicines, provided special therapies, procured the necessary food and diet restrictions they required and never lost his patience. Mostly, that was Jack’s secret. He never gave up or stopped trying to improve the horses’ conditions and lives.

      Seeing her dad in the back of the barn made something warm and fuzzy settle in her chest. Home. She was back home. Dad was in the barn, shutting a stall door, his signature cowboy hat half covering his face. If she shut her eyes, it could have been decades ago, since Jack was doing the same chore the first time her mother set foot on the ranch forty years ago. Shaking out of the reverie, she said softly, “Hey, Dad.”

      He stiffened, slowly rising and turning towards her. The evening twilight made the barn shadowy at dusk. His form was outlined, and the details were blurry but not the way he moved. He might have been seventy-five years old, but he moved like a man decades younger. Perhaps she would notice how much he aged. She refused to give oxygen to any thoughts like that. Not when it came to her dad. But they still crept in occasionally and the accompanying dread was like concrete around her feet. Melanie hoped Jack would live forever, bustling around here in the barns, taking care of his horses, day in and day out. There seemed no better reality and so it always had been for her entire life.

      Many people in the valley knew where she grew up, as River’s End was a small place. The valley was named for her family’s legacy. Some people still believed it was old-fashioned and belonged to another century. It used to be like that. But like everything else, things changed as they progressed in the last few decades. The world inevitably altered it, no matter how stubborn the old-timers and some of the locals refused to accept or acknowledge it. Melanie was grateful for the change. Along with it came new ideas, new standards and new freedoms.

      Melanie’s parents were ahead of their time. Jack underwent the most change, however, the man standing before her. She heard that he used to be very ornery and stubborn in the past. His puritanical ideals were antiquated, and he only learned to let them go after her mom entered his life. Jack was a totally different dad to Ben and Charlie than he was to Melanie.

      Melanie didn’t care one bit. The little girl who was raised on the Rydell River Ranch by Jack Rydell was indifferent to how he used to be. She didn’t care how he came there. Or knowing about his first wife and kids. So what if he had a granddaughter a year-and-a-half older than her?

      The untraditional makeup of her family dynamics never concerned her. She didn’t worry that theirs was not like her friends’ families. It simply was that way for her. If any of the townspeople were puzzled by her brothers being old enough to be her dad, and her dad having a granddaughter who was older than her, she ignored them.

      Not even once did it bother her.

      “Mel?” Jack gasped with surprise, disbelief and joy. A giant smile spread across his craggy, wrinkled, weathered face. Without a word, he swooped her up in his arms and she automatically did as she always did ever since she was a little girl. She full-on body-slammed him. His strong body always absorbed the impact and he held her. So she never restrained herself, not even as an adult. Even if he were old. Older. Not old. Melanie refused to define Jack Rydell as old. She unceremoniously flung herself into his warm hug and let his arms wrap around her like he’d always done.

      One silly reason she was glad she never grew tall was because she could still hug her dad like this. She loved feeling totally absorbed by him. Snuggled in like she was ten or even twenty and now past thirty. Who cared? Being with her dad was precious and timeless. He was her hero. Her friend. Her confidant. Her favorite person. And he always had been. She could never picture that changing in her life. Even if she met her spouse-to-be and had kids of her own, which was not really her plan, but if she did, she doubted she could love them more than she loved Jack Rydell.

      Jack was many things to many people. The sheer volume of friends and family who had relied on him during the past fifty years was staggering to imagine. Too many to contemplate. She could never comprehend how huge the network of people who depended on him had grown. Even now. Still. And probably always.

      And despite all those adoring people, and all the responsibilities foisted upon him, and all the horses he saved in his life, Melanie was always his number one priority.

      He didn’t say it because he didn’t have to. She knew. And he knew. It was simply that way all her life. The unspoken, unbreakable bond they shared might have been because Melanie was his only daughter. She felt lucky for it.

      Being in his arms again, her tears began to flood her eyes. Happy, blissful tears. Not for just being here but being in his arms. It made Melanie complete.

      They finally released each other and she wiped away the silly spontaneous tears. “Ugh. Any onlooker would assume I hated living away from here and longed to be home. Or that I was horribly homesick. It’s not that at all. But when I see you? I suddenly feel all those things…” Her voice wavered as a soft smile filled her face.

      “It’s damn nice to be missed. And damn nicer to see you,” Jack said with a warm smile. He smelled of hay, barn and horse. Always. That signature smell lingered on him and eventually became the one smell she associated most with her childhood and happiest times.

      Jack Rydell was not disappointed his late-in-life child turned out to be a girl. He was never annoyed when she happily trailed after him as a child, although it was not about the horses for her. Melanie liked being with him. Since Jack spent all his time in the barns, so did she. Inside the barns, she pretended and played games, using sticks to draw her pictures on the dusty ground and inventing games that only she knew the rules to. She followed Jack everywhere, relentlessly. She didn’t like to ride the horses. She had no interest in their care or feeding or knowing the details about them. She didn’t mind them, but they meant no more than pieces of furniture to her. She accepted them as she accepted the weather; she couldn’t change it so she accepted it. Horses were part of her parents’ legacy and Jack provided awesome living quarters for them. Melanie grew up around both of her parents because they both lived and worked on the ranch. When she was much older, she learned that was unusual. Usually, children are primarily cared for by one parent more than the other, and seldom both.

      She liked the horses simply because they provided her parents with full time jobs that allowed them to stay right there on the ranch with her.

      Jack thought his daughter was dreamy and spirited and kind of different, but he never said she should not be. The only requirement he asked was that she do her assigned chores, which she always did good-naturedly. Melanie was a fine person. Just a little quirky. Once work was over, she escaped by liberating her imagination, seeking her dreams, drawing pictures and watching the clouds. She liked to lie down in the grass and stare up at the sky. She loved the brilliant blue of the sky and was always seeking the words to accurately describe it. Light blue? Robin’s egg blue? Caribbean blue? All of those were so overused and worn out. None could do justice to the deep, rich hues of the clear sky above River’s End. She had yet to fully capture it in her paintings, but she would keep trying even if it took forever. Jack once asked her what she was doing when she carefully painted ten identical scenes of the overhead sky and she replied, “I’m trying to paint the sky. It isn’t easy, you know.”

      “That one’s pretty.” Jack always chose a favorite and pointed at it.

      “Pretty but it’s wrong. Not the color I want. It might become my lifelong quest.”

      Never did Jack laugh at her or try to discourage her from her artwork. There was nothing more useful for her to do in his eyes than pursue her interests. He took her love of art seriously and studied her paintings as well as her face. Her clothes streaked in contrasting colors, Jack always saw her with the kindest, most supportive eyes. “That quest might be very worthy and provide you with a good life. The exact shade of blue in the sky? But if anyone can recreate it, my bets are on you, Mel.”

      She still hadn’t captured it.

      And Jack still asked about her progress.

      Another distinct difference about Melanie was her dyslexia.

      Before entering public school, Melanie was screened for dyslexia. Her mother suffered from it and her aunt tutored and screened for it, so that was a no-brainer. Dyslexia is genetic, so there was a fifty percent chance she’d have it and she did.

      Her aunt tutored her using the Barton Reading and Spelling System™ from kindergarten to fourth grade. Then finished the highest levels of the program in middle school. By the end of her tutoring, she was reading as an adult.

      She received special math programs that were not memorization-based and designed for her brain to understand. She also got the best support system, which allowed her to excel in more subjects: reading, writing, spelling and math. When she finally entered public school, there was no delay and no anxiety. Melanie had undying curiosity towards all kinds of diverse subjects. She was an avid reader but hated to memorize facts and take tests. That was possibly because her grades were never stellar. But her thirst for knowledge was profound and her curiosity insatiable. She asked questions until her mouth hurt.

      She used to annoy everyone on the ranch. She sought answers that were ten times more complicated than what an average kid might ask. Oddly enough, that was another symptom of her dyslexia. She needed all the details before she could paint a full picture in her mind’s eye. Dyslexics often tend to ignore the details in favor of the big picture. They see the forest, not the trees and that’s why learning via rote memorization and writing letters and reading came so hard to her. They were details without any basis that her brain bypassed in its mission to know the entire story.

      It used to annoy her brothers to no end. She always read the ending of a novel before she started it. They’d laugh and tease her about it but her dad always understood. He defended her, saying she needed to know the ending in order to give context and meaning to the details leading up to it. That was how Melanie put everything into perspective so it made sense to her.

      Her mom stressed over Melanie’s dyslexia, finding it far more serious and more of a hindrance than Melanie. Eventually, Melanie knew the reasons behind her mother’s constant fretting over her and her condition.

      Erin was tormented by her own diagnosis. It wasn’t caught early like Melanie’s. Erin was profoundly dyslexic and couldn’t read past the first-grade level. She was illiterate into her thirties, having been humiliated and ridiculed for her stupidity and apparent lack of ability to learn. Erin was undiagnosed in school and relegated to remedial classes. She believed she was hopelessly stupid, and it took decades of therapy to undo.

      That anxiety still reared its angry head on the subject of dyslexia. Worry and fear were Erin’s ingrained reactions.

      Melanie, on the other hand, embraced it. She bragged about it even. She read all the books she could find about the condition. She was aware of the profound weaknesses and surprising deficiencies it could cause in learning. But she also discovered its super powers (in layman terms, the advantages of dyslexia). They varied on each individual, but Melanie’s was an uncanny ability to “see” things in her mind in 3-D and draw them accordingly.

      Every dyslexic person had a distinct gift that can be rare and valuable. It might not serve them in the traditional school setting, but if they can survive that, they are often rewarded with dazzling success in other fields.

      Melanie inherited her mother’s talent for drawing and artistic ability. It was discovered early on, at the age of five, when Melanie scribbled down an impressive likeness of what she was observing, that went far past the stick figure drawings of most five-year-olds.

      The ranching family that raised, rescued and boarded horses could have cruelly scoffed at her innate talent. But Erin never believed in herself as a child, and she’d been damned if she let Melanie feel the same way. And her dad never doubted for a moment what she was meant to do.

      “Look at your talent. Of course, you’re an artist. What you decide to do or not with it is totally up to you. But you simply are gifted,” Jack often told her.

      When she graduated high school, she had no desire to pursue more education in college or trade school. Not even art school appealed to her. She wanted to travel and do odd jobs. She wanted to learn about life by doing it. Living it. Painting it.

      Most of the traditional farmers from the small town of River’s End might scoff or laugh or ridicule her for announcing her unambitious intent. They might even cut her off. Few would indulge it as a spoiled gap year or years.

      Jack, however, nodded and said, “Understandable. But what’s your plan? You gotta have a plan, Mel. A place to start so you don’t end up homeless and begging for a living.”

      Always be prepared and able to take care of yourself in all ways.

      He taught her that. She had to have a plan. Always. One that she could adjust and change as necessary, but a guiding framework to live by. No unorthodox, unstable, unanchored nomadic lifestyle for her. Hers was actually well thought out, well-planned and well-funded.

      The details were not all known. And the nuts and bolts still needed to be screwed together, but Melanie gave Jack a general idea for the first year she left home. After she told him, her dad nodded and said, “That’s a good plan if you aim for what you want.”

      What she wanted. Not him. Jack was a rare gem, someone who could put aside what he planned or hoped for his only daughter and listen to what his daughter wanted instead. She was his precious child.

      “Do you ever wish I could be more like Lillian?” Melanie remembered inquiring of her dad. Lillian was Jack’s older grandchild, from Melanie’s older brother, Ben. She was in vet school to become a licensed veterinarian. Lillian loved what she did and got amazing grades. After getting her medical degree in veterinary medicine, she planned to move back home and become the ranch vet.

      Now that sounded like something people would expect Jack Rydell’s daughter to be doing. Melanie saw that. Jack could have been a little disappointed with what his daughter turned out to be.

      But he scoffed at the subject whenever Melanie tried to bring it up. Then he laughed and said, “Why do I need two Lillians? I got just one Melanie. Why would I want you to be someone else?”

      She knew that. But sometimes she liked to test him. He never failed her tests.

      When she was twenty-two, she dated her first girlfriend. She hid it from her parents for a long time. When they insisted she come home, as it was way too long since she visited, she showed up, feeling angry and contrite. She expected them to be unsupportive, although she had zero basis for this assumption and fear.

      She worked herself up into a deep, righteous anger. She was more than ready for them to finally fail her miserably.

      She cornered her dad in the barn and simply blurted out, “I started dating a woman. Her name is Helen. I know it’s not what you expected.”

      Her poor father didn’t even know she was back in town. Rising up from where he held a hoof pick to clean the horse’s hoof, he gently set the hoof down. Then he stepped back and hung the tool on his belt. “Well, then you should probably ask her to dinner. Sounds like we should meet her.”

      Her hip jutting out with her hand on it, her elbow out, Melanie looked ready for battle. With a snort, she said, “That’s it? You get what I’m saying? I’m gay. I’m having sex with her,” she lashed out. She felt sure Jack was ready to lash out at her too. He’d have to.

      But all he did was smile and shake his head. “I don’t care whom you choose to have sex with. You’ll have to spare me the details. Because you know, you’re my daughter. As long as you’re happy, being treated right and all that, I’m happy for you. That’s what I care about. Not how you like to have sex. Just that you’re happy doing what you think is right for you.”

      Well! Melanie rushed him so fast, she almost knocked him over. For six months she dreaded telling him the truth. Telling her mom was easy. Her mom would take it in stride. She considered letting her mom handle her dad and buttering him up to get used to the idea. But she had to know her dad’s reaction to learning who she was. She had to see if Jack Rydell really did love and support her and feel proud of her no matter what. At the gut level, Melanie believed that a child’s sexuality should have zero bearing on her parents’ love for her. She hoped this would be the case.

      And it was. It really was. She witnessed it firsthand.

      When she brought Helen home, they treated her like Melanie’s girlfriend. Not an old friend who was visiting or an awkward stranger. Just as someone new that Melanie was dating.

      When they eventually broke up, her parents were sorry to hear that as they genuinely liked her. Two years later, Melanie came home again and announced, “I met a man. I want you to meet him.”

      “Oh… okay. Are you dating this man?”

      “Yes.” She never bothered to explain her sexuality. And this added another layer. Her dad just went with it.

      “Sure. Of course. How long have you two been dating?” That was it. Generic questions. Nothing prodding or prying. Nothing to figure out. She left girls for boys and who knew if she was going back or not? He didn’t ask questions. He just accepted her.

      That’s how she knew Jack was unlike any father or other man in the world. He accepted, cared, supported, and loved her unconditionally no matter what. His love was not based on her meeting performance goals or dating preferences or job criteria. Nothing was deemed “not good enough” or “inappropriate.” No. Melanie was well loved. Fully and completely. Just for being Melanie Rydell and all that her name meant and embodied.

      Still. Always. And she felt it in his hug now.

      “How did the mural go?” Jack knew all about her art projects. All the assignments she accomplished and got paid for. Right down to the amounts of each commission she earned. She shared all the details with him. He requested pictures of her artwork and she took them, texting them to him with strict instructions to keep it quiet. She wasn’t so transparent to others. She didn’t like hearing comments from random observers about her work. Not even family. Someone passing her mural on the street never had to know who she was. How many people pull out their phones to search for a muralist? Not many. Even if they did, it wouldn’t amount to much, just a photograph and a short bio.

      Melanie compulsively kept things quiet as a way to protect herself.

      “So you’re visiting? How long? A day, a week, a month?”

      “I might be working in the valley for a few months. Let me see how it goes and then I can tell you more.” She hedged her next prospects. Jack was used to her secrecy and ambiguous timelines so he didn’t press.

      “Well, whatever reason brings you home, I’m happy to see you.”

      He filled her with all the love in his tone. It shone in his gaze. And she felt it in his hugs.

      “Dad?”

      “Daughter?” He answered her with the same solemn tone she used.

      “I missed you.”

      He squeezed her tightly. “I always miss you. But I know you weren’t meant to stay here only for me. You have to let your kids live their own lives as they choose. If that brings them back home like Ben and Charlie, it’s a bonus. Not a given. Whatever you decide, I love you. But I want you to live your own life. Not the life I think you should be living.”

      “I swear to God, no other father could make sense of me. Or accept me. Or simply let me be without molding me into the conformed version of a good girl.”

      He released her as he turned to close the barn doors and lock his office. They fell into step on the way back to their family home. “What in God’s name do I want with a daughter who is not herself? And not happy? Not becoming the person she needs to be. Good girl.” He scoffed. “Why would I want that when I have the best girl already? Besides your stupidly narrow description couldn’t begin to contain or frame who and what you are. You’re Melanie Rydell.”

      “And everything that simple name embodies.”

      Walking through the twilight, she gazed up at the tops of the mountains scraping the soft white sky. The crickets were loud, and their endless summer chorus often kept her mind awake when she was trying to sleep. It lasted all summer long, the incessant chirping. She never heard it anywhere else but here. At home. In this valley.

      “It’s simple. But what you’ve done with it is never simple.”

      They reached the steps of their family home. “You’re staying with us this time?”

      “You said my room was always available.”

      “Always.” He beamed and she knew he was happy she was staying there despite having no warning, no details and no explanation. They would have dinner with her and eventually she’d tell them the reason she was back and her plans for the short-term. She always got around to explaining it eventually.

      Before dinner, she sneaked off and took a long, hot shower, brushing her teeth and putting on clean clothes. Not for a single second did she regret the reason for her meticulous hygiene.
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      ENTERING THE CONSTRUCTION SITE, Melanie picked her way over the broken ground. Site work had long ago started on several of the homes and the foundations were already poured with the rebar and anchor bolts sticking up out of the ground. Holding her hard hat and a pack with her lunch, water and gear for the day, she asked the first guy she saw where to check in for the site. An older man, his pants sagging low enough to show three inches of butt crack, rose up with a spry movement as he nodded to her. “Superintendent?” she called out in question.

      “Over there.” He waved to the small job shack stationed at the side of the parcel being developed and built.

      “Thanks.” She smiled as she headed there. Her new employer was waiting for her. Glancing at her watch, she still had ten minutes. Better to be early. Nerves and excitement boiled in her guts. How would she be received? Would she make a good or bad impression? Would she be accepted as just another worker? Or another one of the guys? Or something totally different?

      On paper, she was Mel Rydell so there were no guarantees that anyone even realized she was a woman. But that shouldn’t matter… right?

      But hell, in the Rydell River Valley, things weren’t always as progressive or well past the last century as they might have been in more populated areas of the country.

      She knocked on the door and waited until a man’s voice barked out, “Enter.”

      He shouted in a tone that sounded annoyed and abrupt. Okay, she could deal with that. It wasn’t the first time she had rude, obnoxious, curt bosses. This job was only for a limited time and she could prove she was capable of doing it well… or not. She sought it more for the physical experience than the money. She had another business project in mind and having this background would help her. So, Melanie needed to put the time in with her boots on the ground and earn her position. It was that kind of thing.

      Shored up by her mental pep talk, she opened the door to the job shack. It was painted gray and had a large sign on it that said Humbolt Homes: Tarlton Location. The next line said: A Helping Hands Homes Endeavor. All at once, she knew the homes were being subsidized by government funds along with many private donors that were all coordinated by the non-profit organization called Helping Hands Homes. The private donors were named in large block letters on the sign right next to the other sign. Each donor was listed by the donation amount, with the biggest donors leading the list and the smallest donors at the end. These new homes were well-built and offered at a fraction of their original retail prices to house lower-income families.

      Helping Hands Homes sought out small towns in rural areas to provide safe, affordable housing for such neighborhoods. The big cities often had multiple sources of funding and fundraising for affordable housing but increasing pockets of the United States were being overlooked. That was where Helping Hands Homes entered the picture. Their mission was to help working individuals own a home in order to build their wealth and get ahead. Many people just needed a hand up and a housing break. That small assistance made great things happen. That was the project’s goal.

      Melanie applied online, answering a call for laborers, experience required. She was hired for her experience in framing. She framed houses for two years at a company in Montana. She knew the skills and techniques and was eager to use them in her home valley. She wasn’t the most qualified for all the jobs required to build a house, but she had plenty of experience with the framing aspects and that’s what got her hired.

      Now she was reporting to the site superintendent, Kyle Wade, and she took a deep breath before she entered the building. She had no doubt he was the one who yelled at her to enter. His voice sounded like he had an ice chip caught in his throat.

      Opening the door, she was greeted by a crowd of people, ostensibly waiting to be processed. The packed entry was several people deep in the small room. Three portable tables were arranged in a U-shape, no doubt for group meetings. There was also a large drafting table in the corner with a set of plans displayed and more hanging on the rack beside it. Obviously, they had to be ready to view at a moment’s notice. The diverse housing models at this location required specific blueprints, which she assumed were hanging on the rack.

      Clearly, it was starting time. The first day for the framing crew. The site work was finished, the foundations were poured, and all the rebar was set in the cement and spiking up, as well as the straps for structural support. The site was ready for the sub-floor.

      Melanie spotted a mini-bar with a coffee machine on the left and three figures stood around it. Hard hats were also required and she saw them on all the heads around her. Every one of them was a male. The construction crew were all men.

      And her.

      She gulped her surprise and tried to ignore it. Setting her shoulders back, she reminded herself that gender was irrelevant in all the jobs she worked on over the years. But unlike this one, there were more women on the staff. Her surprise turned into discomfort that rippled through her body. Her visceral reaction to the situation made her pause. But she had to admit it was a bit disquieting. She felt strange. People who never had minority status in a group have no clue what it feels like. Melanie instantly realized how intimidating it was. It surprised her how disconcerting she found it to be standing inside the small building that was so crowded, but crowded only with men.

      Eventually, she spotted the supervisor behind the desk where the majority of people were gathered. The man’s back was to her, and he was typing on his laptop. He turned to the side to read a sheet of paper that someone jammed in his face. Staring down, then up, he barely gave Melanie a glimpse of his profile.

      But that’s all it took. Melanie nearly fainted. Her brain buzzed like a swarm of honey-bees and her palms clenched.

      Franklin. It was Franklin. Her Franklin. Franklin Roosevelt was the supervisor. Would she be reporting to him every morning? Apparently so.

      Franklin was… her boss.

      Her damn boss!

      Her mouth dropped open with unmasked astonishment. Shock even. What the hell? She had a tough time accepting him as her boss. A guy she picked up at a bar and spent the weekend with? A guy she had sex with turned out to be her boss? And now, she was the only woman on the jobsite. Her rebellious behavior landed her in a position she would never have orchestrated purposely. She had no intention of sleeping with her supervisor on a construction site. She represented her entire gender here, at least, she did in her mind, and she began to regret how she already knew the person in authority here intimately.

      That realization landed on her brain like an anchor.

      He raised his head, and she could only gape at him. Pushing himself back from the computer, he spun around in the old, rusted, metal desk chair and his gaze was riveted on Melanie. He was a little more than startled.

      Jerking to attention, his eyes got wider, and his mouth fell open too, matching hers. Blinking several times as if to focus more closely on the image before him, he shook his head. His eyes locked onto hers as he tried to make sense of her presence there.

      “Eleanor?” he said out loud and she was sure he was saying it inside his head. He temporarily seemed to stop functioning at the moment.

      In that split second, Melanie realized that she finally knew Franklin’s real name, and she repeated it in her head. Kyle. Kyle Wade. Her boss. Her new supervisor. The man she came there to check in with. Reporting to duty, and he was the one she had to report to, Kyle Wade. Kyle was his real name. Her brain rejected it and she preferred Franklin. It fit him better. Franklin was the name she muttered in her passion and desire during hot orgasms. Franklin was the name that teased her body with his expert hands and mouth and other parts. Franklin was the name she quickly latched onto.

      Kyle? That was a strong, simple, good name, she supposed. Kyle Wade.

      All the other people around them suddenly became more important. They were the people she had to work with, and she couldn’t stand to be humiliated in front of any of them. Being the woman who sexed up her boss was not the moniker she wanted.

      Putting her hand out as she strode forward, she decided to answer fast, direct and confidently, so she said, “No. Not Eleanor. Uh… my name is Melanie, Melanie Rydell.”

      He blinked as he stared at her proffered hand, while she waited for him to shake it. Slowly, he began to process their meeting, and finally got past his surprise. He lifted his hand and shook hers. That undeniable zap of attraction, interest and energy zinged through all her nerve endings. Even now, here. Strangers were staring and she desperately hoped to avoid their eyes. She would have been mortified if they thought she was talking to the man she had sex with last weekend. And she still felt the attraction and interest toward him. Worst of all, she already made new plans with him. She already intended to see her boss privately again.

      But that had to end at once. This moment would be their last private encounter.

      Clearing his throat, he nodded and looked down at the list before him. “Right. I have you down as Mel Rydell.” The emphasis was for her benefit, no doubt, as he was trying to make sense of why she was there. How did she come here? He naturally assumed Mel Rydell was a man. He never suspected it could be a woman… let alone, her.

      “Yes. Mel or Melanie. I go by both.” She withdrew her hand and shuffled her feet. “And uh… you’re…”

      He snapped out of it and rose to his feet. “Kyle. Kyle Wade. Site supervisor. You’re the only new hire starting today. Let me get these crews started and we’ll… talk. I still have to get your paperwork finished and all that.” He stared hard at her. His bright eyes conveyed so much, but they confused her too. He was very hard to read. What was he thinking? Was he mad? Embarrassed? Shocked? Obviously shocked. Dismayed? He definitely seemed so. But so was she! The fact that she was the only female in the vicinity and had already slept with the authority figure onsite made her uncomfortable. What an awesome first impression she made.

      “Rem, can you get crews one and two started on the H-5 and H-6 homes today? We’ll focus there before moving on. Make sure everyone is following the plans to a tee. No mix-ups. No mistakes. Make sure you know what you’re working on, guys… I mean, people… If there is any doubt, just double check and re-check before you make any move. No mistakes like last week.”

      He glared at another crew in the corner. Maybe they were the ones responsible for the mistake of last week? So many guys. Kyle seemed to struggle in his effort to include her. Mel never minded being considered “one of the guys” and never took offense at the reference. Usually. But right now, she felt strange.

      Uncomfortable. Weird. Never as uncomfortable as this before.

      “Kyle—can you come take a look at the plans for this? The specs on the footing at the south corner might present an issue—” a worker inquired.

      Frustrated, Kyle flashed her a look of what? Regret? Insecurity? Confusion? Plenty of that to go around.

      “All right. I’ll be right there.” He glanced at the people in the office. “Brooks, can you set Melanie up with some tools and show her the H-6? That’s where she’ll start. I’ll be back later to get your paperwork in order. But do not pick up a tool or lift a board yet. You’re not official.” He all but snarled his instruction.

      Another man, ostensibly Brooks—who was in his forties with a round pot-belly and no hair—stepped closer to her. “Got it, boss.”

      Kyle gave Mel a long eye-lock. “Good. Get her started and I’ll be back when I can.”

      He spun on his heel and went after the crew that asked for his assistance. Suddenly, she was nearly alone when half the workers exited the job shack en masse.

      “Well, little lady, looks like you’re working with me and Packer. He’s already out loading up the tools. Come on.”

      “I’m not a little lady. My name is Mel Rydell.” She emphasized her last name as she stuck her hand out.

      Brooks caught the family name at once. “Rydell? As in the river valley?”

      She smiled sweetly. “Exactly. And the river too.”

      Shuffling sounds behind her made her turn around. Kyle was holding a rolled-up blueprint and his gaze pinned her. He showed the plans to the guy, saying, “Brooks. No patronizing names to anyone. For any reason.” Then he disappeared with a stern look at him, and her.

      “Sorry, Mel. Force of habit. Come with me. I’ll get you started. We’re working on the H-6, the biggest model. It’s got two stories and a cute, little bay window on the first floor. It’s actually a pretty nice design,” Brooks told her.

      “What’s with the H and a number?”

      “We use six different designs for this development. Numbers H-1 through H-6. That’s the only way to keep it clear. Obviously, H stands for house. The plans are mixed up at the different sites, and randomly spaced. That’s why the boss-man likes to remind us to look before we leap… or pour any concrete. That already happened once. The idiot poured the wrong foundation on one of the sites. That was a mess of epic proportion and the biggest headache last week.”

      Smiling at his narrative, she nodded. Brooks was both talkative and cheerful and she instantly forgave him for the little lady comment. He seemed unruffled by the slight scolding Kyle gave him on her behalf. But Brooks didn’t show any resistance to her being on his crew.

      “So… you’ve done this work before.”

      “Yes. For two years I worked as a non-union carpenter for Central West Construction. I can shoot a nail gun, read blueprints, take measurements and run a saw.”

      “Not many women in the framing field.”

      “No, there aren’t. Plenty of assholes though.”

      Brooks slapped a hand to his thigh and laughed. “Excellent comeback. And true that, valley girl.”

      “Oh my god. You can’t call me that.”

      “But the valley is named after you.”

      “No. It’s named for my great-great grandfather, a relative I don’t know or remember. But you can’t call me girl, not in a nickname. It’s so last century.”

      Brooks’s bushy eyebrows furrowed and his mouth twisted. “But I meant it as a compliment. You’re so popular that the valley is named after you.”

      “I appreciate that. But it’s like the little lady term, it’s condescending. Don’t call me anything with the word girl in it. It makes me the exception and while I’m at work, I only want to be considered a professional. Same as you. I’m not your long-lost daughter or something like that. I may be younger and less knowledgeable than you but I don’t want it advertised. Don’t you see? It’s offensive because it makes me less than you and the rest of the crew. It associates my gender and skills as something less. I don’t want to be seen in such an unflattering light. However, if I suck at my job, you can tell me I do, just don’t be condescending. Does that make any sense?”

      He rubbed his bristly chin. “It does. I didn’t really think much about it. Always wondered why ladies get annoyed when men use nicknames of affection. But it’s just because it is condescending at work?”

      “Sometimes, it’s condescending out of work too, but definitely, at work.”

      “Okay. All right. I can handle that. Then… Mel?”

      “Mel is perfect.” She smiled to see he learned and got it without being a jerk. He beamed at her.

      “Okay then, Mel, let me show you H-6 and where we’re starting today. That there is Packer, and over there is Julio.”  Both men were younger than Brooks, who was obviously their leader. They both waved and greeted her with absent smiles. Neither seemed to care she was there or worried that she couldn’t hack it.

      Either scenario was possible.

      The tools were kept in locked boxes that came with each house site that was under way. There were three lockboxes, so far. Everything had to be locked up every night or fully installed. If they failed, things would be swiped and stolen. It’s a sad fact, but true about jobsites nowadays. Mel witnessed it firsthand too many times to forget. Brooks showed her the tool box and pointed out to her what she would be responsible for. “But you have to wait for the boss-man to come around and give you the go-ahead. You know the drill. OSHA regulations and all that. Just keep your hard hat on at all times.”

      She nodded, tapping it with her finger. She quickly scanned the pile of stuff Brooks assigned to her.

      “What about the prints? Can you read them?” Brooks asked her.

      Nodding, she took the prints and spread them out before her. “Yes, I can. So we’re starting here?” She indicated the point in question.

      Brooks grinned. “Yes. You really can read it. Excellent.”

      She resisted a sigh at his enthusiastic praise. Brooks thought he was encouraging her and being nice. But Lord help her. The condescension. Look at this. The little lady knows how to read architectural blueprints. Never mind all the men on the crew needed that prerequisite knowledge… But yeah! This little lady can do it. Melanie knew she already made a few points with Brooks, and that was enough for the day. She’d have to keep working on him.

      “Brooks, try not to be floored when you realize women can do whatever you can do. But in any skill that doesn’t require physical strength, women can do it as well or better than men. Having more strength is the only thing a man beats me at.”

      “Right. I’m kinda starting to believe you, Mel. Hey, boss. I’m just gettin' her up and running.

      “Brooks, please tell me you haven’t been addressing her like that.”

      Kyle was suddenly right behind her. She shut her eyes and tried not to blush with all the heat that began pumping in her blood. Oh, damn. She felt it rising, a physiological reaction she simply had no control over.

      She also appreciated how he mentioned Brooks’s language toward her. Kyle was well aware that condescending assumptions and showing visible surprise that she knew the basics of construction, including her comprehension of blueprints, did not fly well with Mel.

      “A little bit. Until Mel schooled me. Right, Mel? We’re good now. I won’t be surprised by any of her skills or refer to her as ‘little lady’ or ‘valley girl.’ Got it.” Brooks nodded at Kyle and then smiled.

      “Got what?” Kyle asked with a puzzled expression before he rolled his eyes. “I have a feeling I don’t want to know. Melanie? Why don’t you follow me back to the job shack and we’ll get your paperwork out of the way.”

      He was so calm, easy and professional. No blushing from him. No lusty attention drifting her way, either. No ogling or lurid gazes. Nope. Just a serious business manner while he waited for the answer to his inquiry. He merely stated what she needed to do before she could start her new job.

      Mel was still blushing when her gaze bounced to his, so she quickly looked away and her stomach tightened with nerves. He was so handsome. Especially now. Every part of her being was attracted to him and she hated that. No, she detested it. She came there to work in the capacity of a professional, but her insides got all jittery every time she caught the eye of the man in charge. So stupid. If he were the woman in charge, would she react like this? she wondered.

      Eyes as blue as the sky—the one thing she could never describe or match the color of. His blue eyes captured the hue, a perfect match. Stupid blue.

      He was tall and strong, and she recalled that he told her he was in the construction industry when she said she was an artist. It never occurred to her he could possibly be her boss.

      “Melanie?” He waited while she stood there a long full moment without answering him. She tossed her head back and forth as if clearing a hangover.

      “Right. Yes. My paperwork.” She followed him as he strode confidently through the dust to his mobile office.

      The day was already heating up. Start time was six AM in order to miss the grueling heat of the afternoon, but it began turning brutal at noon or so. The shack ran an old air conditioning unit that churned the warm air and offered some relief in the dusty building. Dust was a perpetual feature of the valley at this time of year. Sometimes more than a month would go by without a drop of rain.

      When the rain did come, it was accompanied by loud thunder and dry lightning, igniting wildfires that threatened the area and neighboring towns with dangerous, suffocating smoke. They were a constant worry nowadays. Every year. The months when they started were the only things that changed. Last year it was early July, before that, September. Ravaged by the strong winds, the flames roared through with a swiftness and heat that were never seen before.

      Kyle entered and Mel saw a worker grabbing a cup of coffee. They exchanged brief pleasantries before Kyle waved and watched him leave. Only when the worker was totally gone did Kyle shut the door. And he locked it. The sound of the lock had a strong effect on Mel. Her nerves raced down her spine.

      Turning slowly, almost so slowly it was exaggerated, he finally faced her. His eyes swept over her. Her dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail and her hard hat shielded her eyes from a long day in the sun. She wore no makeup, just jeans, leather boots and a t-shirt. Pretty typical of all the people working there.

      Including Kyle. But Melanie had big boobs and hips that filled her clothes much more attractively than pot-bellies and flat butts. Unlike her mother, who was tiny and thin, Melanie was full and curvy. The twenty pounds she gained in the last few years went straight to her boobs and hips. Now they were bold statements. All of which were clearly viewed in their naked glory by this man. Yesterday.

      “At least I don’t have to wait until Friday and hope you’ll show up,” he said after a long pause. Closing his eyes for a brief moment, he shook his head and added, “I can’t fucking believe this. Melanie?”

      “Yes?”

      “You really didn’t know?”

      Startled by the question, which almost sounded like an accusation, Melanie replied, “How could I? Random bar, random night, random conversation. You were there, don’t you remember?”

      “Right. Yes. Explain it to me. When I mentioned I worked in the construction field, it never occurred to you—”

      “That you would be the supervisor of my new job? No. It never did.”

      Crossing his arms over his chest, he stared hard at her. “You claimed to be an artist. Why are you here now as Mel, my new framer?”

      “Right. Well, Mel gets more jobs than Melanie in this industry. It’s still mostly dominated by men and suffers from antiquated male attitudes about women. That’s why I go with Mel on my applications.”

      “You’ve had more than one job in the construction field? Why? No offense, but how does being an artist fit in with this? They don’t go hand-in-hand, at least not in my mind.”

      Sighing, she nodded. “Right. Well, at first it was to pay my bills. I hate office work and waitressing. Grocery clerk? Too boring and repetitive. But construction? Crap. Construction was made for me. It changes on a daily basis. Never the exact same thing or the exact same way. And if you do something repetitive, it’s not long before it changes. You might be framing or roofing a house for a few days or weeks, but eventually, you move on to the next house plan. I’m short but I’ve always been strong and scrappy. I learn best hands-on, so construction is my second calling. I started by working for a roofer. Heights don’t bother me. I liked the work and it paid so much better than the other jobs I tried. So I stuck to this industry.”

      “Is this your day job?”

      “Yes. Well, no. It’s my sometimes job. I also like the cyclical nature of it. I work for a month, or three, or six or whenever the job ends, and I move on. Or I can keep working, depending on what my schedule demands.”

      “And for now, that includes working here in the valley?”

      “Yes.”

      “But no hints as to what your schedule involves?”

      “No.”

      He nodded, glancing away and clearing his throat before he flopped into his chair. Both his chair and the desk were well-used, like typical jobsite furniture. No fancy, comfortable lounges that the workers in-office got to enjoy. He rubbed his forehead.

      “And you’re a Rydell? Like the valley and the river?”

      “No. That’s pure coincidence. Rydell is not an uncommon name.” The lie flew out of her mouth before she could even think of it. Why did she do that? Force of habit. Building boundaries. Mostly for her protection. She always withheld parts of herself. She wasn’t ready to fall in love, and withholding vital information was one way to make sure that didn’t happen. This time? Names were the culprits.

      Why wasn’t she ready for love? Simple. She rejected the prospect of living an ordinary life. Love led to long-term relationships, mutual expectations, maybe even marriage and kids. She wanted independence and freedom. Work, travel and art. Being brilliant and different did not include ordinary things like falling in love.

      So she wasn’t one of the Rydells of the Rydell River Valley.

      “You told Brooks—”

      “I wanted to gain some leverage and make him treat me as an equal rather than a ‘little lady’ or ‘valley girl.’”

      Kyle cringed. “He did not call you that.”

      She smiled, feeling glad he reacted that way. Her one-night-stand seemed to have a lot of upstanding qualities. “He so did. Oddly enough, he means well but he’s from another generation. You know? The one that accepted condescension and all that. I doubt he’s worked with a lot of women, so he thinks his attitude is fine. Maybe it’s perfectly fine to the women in his life who play the usual roles of that era. But not me… he’s a bit of a patronizing jerk.”

      Kyle nodded. “I imagine you dealt with this before?”

      “Yes. Often. Although I’ve never had a supervisor so quickly back me up, without any worry of looking soft for assisting me. That’s an optimistic change.”

      “Right. Supervisor. To you. My employee, Melanie. What do you like to go by anyway? Mel or Melanie?”

      “Either one. Both, actually. I’m called Mel by my father and Melanie by my mother so it works either way.”

      His gaze was fastened on her, and he began scrutinizing her forehead, then her face and torso. “What do you want me to call you?” His voice lowered and his gaze smoldered with something she identified as raw heat.

      Ripples of desire rolled through her. Swallowing softly, she answered, “Melanie.”

      He nodded. “Not Eleanor?” The words were whispered, and almost impossible to hear. And she sensed his regret.

      “Not here,” she replied. Then where? Would she ever use it again? With her boss? Could she do things with him still? Now that he was her “boss”? That line was never crossed before. It was so messy. Unnecessary too, in her opinion. There were too many other people to fuck. That was always her theory before. Before this. Before Franklin. Before Kyle.

      “Melanie is a pretty name.”

      “It’s just a name. What do the guys around here call you? Kyle? Wade? Mr. Wade?”

      “Kyle.” He stared at her and she gulped. Nodding, she said, “Kyle. Not the name I pictured for you.”

      “What could you have possibly pictured?”

      “I don’t know. Kyle is a good name.”

      “Names are just names. Huh? Melanie?” He put emphasis on her actual name. The one thing she kept a secret and stubbornly refused to give to him.

      “That isn’t fair. It was supposed to be a one-night-stand. Usually, those mean nothing. We don’t really know each other. Hiding my name began for my safety and then later, it was… fun? I don’t know. But no reason to get offended now.”

      He sighed. “I’m not offended. Just surprised. I don’t deal with surprises well. Not sure how to act or feel or talk. It’s hard to treat you like just another guy on my team when all I think about is—” He suddenly jerked forward in his chair and stared harder at her.

      “Is—” Her stomach churned at the growing hunger she saw in his eyes and the deep dropping of his voice.

      Kyle shook his head. “Things that could get me sued. It’s confusing to switch gears. And I liked you. A lot. Now I’ll…”

      “Not like me?”

      He shook his head. He couldn’t restrain the small smile that beamed on his face. Of course, he still liked her. She read his signals well enough to know that. And he liked her from the first time she opened her mouth to argue with him. Now? She had to work for him. “I still like you. But I’ll try not to show it. Although I want to. I’ll try to think of you as… Brooks. Or Packer. Or the rest of the crew you now belong to.”

      She sighed. “I can’t believe this.”

      “Yeah? Join the club.” He indicated for her to sit down. “But Mel Rydell, I have several forms you need to review and sign. They include: site safety protocol, insurance requirements and your honest disclosure of any medical information. You have two hours of orientation videos ahead of you too. Then you’ll be officially ready to start.”

      She sighed. The dull, boring part. She gave the notebook of procedures a cursory review and signed where he indicated. Then she took the laptop he handed her to watch the safety orientation required for all the workers onsite.

      “How long have you worked for Humbolt?”

      “Years.” Kyle’s nonchalant answer told her he was uninterested in chatting. There were spreadsheets on his computer. No doubt, he was calculating some kind of lumber take-off or electrical budget. “We met and associated in ways that can have no bearing on how we interact while we are together on this site. I’ve always been a strong believer in strict boundaries at work. And definitely no sex with anyone over whom I have power or rank. It’s not something I do or have ever done…”

      She snorted. “Well, yes. I get that. But we did it. I don’t relish being considered the little woman here. And you don’t have any power over me.”

      “I supervise you. I hired you and I have the ability to fire you. It’s not reciprocal so that means I do have more power in this situation. Again, it’s a situation I’d never put myself in no matter how appealing it might appear. But what happened already happened, obviously. Before we knew the power dynamics of our careers. Now? We must behave and interact appropriately.”

      Startled, she frowned at him. “Of course, we will. I wasn’t asking for any special treatment. I was simply inquiring how long you’ve been with this corporation. I wanted to know if they are fair in their treatment of employees. And if you actually like working for them. Keep everything in perspective. I’m not a sex-starved, horny woman who needs your brute strength to keep my attraction and hormones in line.”

      He sighed and shut his eyes, rubbing between his eyebrows. “That is not at all what I meant. But to answer your innocuous question, I’ve worked for them for eight years. Started as a laborer and climbed my way up. They paid for me to go to school and get a degree in construction management and they were the first to employ me as such. Yes, they are an excellent company to work for and they have my undying loyalty. They pay everyone well and hire only quality people.”

      “Okay. See? That’s the kind of input I was looking for.” Crossing her arms over her chest, she settled into the seat and placed the ear phones on her ears saying, “If you want to be sure you project only professional vibes, you might want to unlock the job shack door before someone asks why you locked in the only woman on the premises.” She smiled sweetly, turning the sound up on the computer and staring at the screen as the presentation started. She never heard his curse but saw the look on his face as he jumped up and unlocked the door.

      Settling back in, she clicked through the presentation. It was the same crap she watched before all new jobs on sites similar to this. She already knew the universal safety protocol for all construction general contractors—at least those worth their salt—used to keep workers safe, and probably more importantly, to ensure they weren’t sued.

      Her mind was barely engaged; it was hard not to sneak glances at her new boss. Her previous one-night-stand and the man she saw now and thought about constantly were too much to take at once.

      And she so looked forward to seeing him this weekend.

      Now? She could see him every day. That thought had her twisting in her seat and growing more uncomfortable. It would be a long, damn week. Months long.

      Her boss. Kyle Wade was now her supervisor.

      A delivery man came in with tool parts. Kyle spoke and nodded, and the man left. With a glance her way, their gazes met and held as both of their mouths tightened. He felt the same tension she did. There was no doubt about it.

      God damn. They had combustible chemistry.

      Later, Melanie felt a tap on her shoulder. From her boss. “Lunch break. Take a breather and come back after lunch.”

      “Right.” She paused the presentation and set the headphones on the table before shuffling out to escape. Crap. What a long morning. She was trying to avoid looking at him as he made his way through the invoices. Twice, he left to check on something. Four times workers came in and asked for his advice. She eavesdropped on the conversations and monitored them all. She could find nothing to make her dislike the man. Or even make him less interesting. Less handsome. Less like someone she could be interested in. Bosses were never her type. Too conformist and all that. But this one had her entire body zinging with nerves and attention and interest. Ugh.

      Melanie brought her lunch and ate it in her vehicle. Driving a few miles to the nearest town was futile because there were no fast-food restaurants. The only source of food was at a small gas station mini-mart. Working in this rural area wasn’t like taking a lunch break in the city where all kinds of restaurants beckoned you. Country living translated to bringing her own lunch, although today, she hadn’t done anything to help her work up an appetite.

      When she reentered the job shack, she didn’t bother knocking. Seeing how everyone else just came and went there, she decided to do the same as them.

      The job shack was empty. She returned to her work station and spent the next hour watching the rest of the presentation. Kyle walked in just moments before she finished. Melanie rose to her feet when she saw him.

      “Done. Now what?”

      “Now it’s time to start work.” He smiled and her heart did backflips. She hated herself for that. Kyle walked with her back to Brooks’s crew. “Brooks is a very good teacher. Any questions, ask him and he’ll show you. If you need help, speak up, no one here reads minds. I’d rather have you ask and do it right than having to backpedal to correct any mistakes that could have been avoided. Got it?”

      The usual boss speech. She smiled to herself. She admired how well he could dissociate their tryst from this. “Got it.”

      “Okay. Good luck.” He hesitated a moment. “Your resume was all legit, right? I’m sorry to ask, but it’s important for me to know you can do this work without getting hurt. You’re bound to be less physical than some of the guys, and that’s not a sexist thing. So is Julio. He’s shorter than most of the other guys and has to compensate for that, so I’m not being a jerk. I want to make sure no one gets hurt on the job. If your skills aren’t up to par…”

      “My skills are fully intact. I appreciate your concern and understand that you’re just doing your job.  For me… and Julio.” She waved at him.

      “Okay. Then I’ll leave you to it.” He waved at Brooks, turned on his heel and left. She started grabbing the tools Brooks assigned to her earlier and went over to him.

      “So where do I start?”
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        * * *

      

      Kyle considered himself a sexual predator.

      Rubbing the pain between his eyes, he finally relaxed from the weight and shock of the day. He flopped into his chair with a sigh. He had sex with one of his employees. The only damned woman on the site. It wasn’t cool nowadays for his crews to be all guys. There wasn’t a large pool of qualified workers that were skilled in house building to recruit.

      While putting this project together, there were no women applicants that Kyle was aware of. Zero, zip, none until Melanie.

      He tried to hire females who were suited for the job and would have employed Melanie Rydell a full week sooner if he realized Mel was a woman.

      Mel’s resume was spot on and exactly what they needed. The past employers gave her nothing but high marks of praise, mentioning her unyielding standards and unparalleled work ethic. Her skill set and reliability spoke volumes. The past employers referred to her as “Mel” and never used any pronouns like he or she.

      Lord, this world still had miles to go before all workers felt equal. Diversity in gender or race meant that more minorities and women got hired on the work force. But that wasn’t the only criteria for hiring obviously, although on paper it made upper management feel better. But that wasn’t cool, either. They had to provide equal opportunity for all, period. Not because of gender or race but not in spite of it, either.

      Obviously, the system was not ideal yet.

      Kyle was glad he finally had a woman onsite. One female. One damn woman among a crew of twenty men. Fuck. And that’s just what he’d done, he fucked her.

      His head was quickly developing a raging headache. He stopped at the mini-mart in town for some pain relievers to lessen the pain.

      Melanie Rydell. Well, fuck. At least he knew exactly who she was now. Today. This hour. He spent the rest of his lunch hour cruising over the internet and found a bunch of information about her. More than he could read over. Simply putting her name in the search box brought him to the Rydell River Ranch, and from there, to her parents, and family members, and the businesses they ran, and on it went.

      Melanie was the only daughter of Jack and Erin Rydell. She grew up on the Rydell River Ranch. After browsing many images, he realized he’d also encountered her parents when they ran into them at the beach. He and Mel were both almost naked and kissing in the water at the time.

      On her family’s private stretch of beach. No wonder she freaked out and hid behind him. The irony of the whole situation made him laugh at first and then he kind of cowered. His face-off with her dad, when they were half naked and he was hiding her, concerned him much more now. He feared he could never meet Jack just in case Jack might remember him and connect all the dots.

      Melanie Rydell of the Rydell River Valley. And the Rydell River. She was a worthy artist, he discovered. She made her living from art. When he teased her, and thought calling herself an artist didn’t mean much, he was displaying his own prejudice and bias, but she handed him his ass on that. She was a successful artist and well paid for her talent. Her last commission was not disclosed but had to be pretty hefty because she was credited for funding the entire June budget for the local food shelter where she painted the mural.

      Melanie Rydell. Mel. Eleanor. She was all those identities rolled into one. She was also a framer on his jobsite. Turned out her work in the construction industry spanned seven years and she dabbled in many of the non-union trades: HVAC, electrical, plumbing, roofing, site excavation and now framing. Framing was the last job she did in construction and she’d done that trade the longest. Perhaps she liked it most.

      Kyle was sure Mel didn’t have to work. He had no idea why she wanted to work on his site. He just knew she did.

      She was the last woman he had sex with and wanted to date. Now? No way. He had sex with one of his employees who turned out to be the only woman on the site. That sounded so sleazy and lawsuit-worthy. Even if she didn’t sue him, it could ruin her reputation and make him look like a jerk if news of it ever leaked out. So it had to remain a secret forever.

      Now she was right there for the foreseeable future. Kyle hated to admit he was insanely attracted to her. Body. Heart. Mind. Soul.

      He wished it weren’t true. But from the start, he appreciated her sarcasm, her smile, the interesting things she said and did, as well as all the unpredictable events that came with her. He knew he was on a deeper level with her. Another thing that he liked about her.

      She was so unconventional. Always. Of course, she showed up as the next new hire on his construction site. Of. Course. She. Did.

      Looking back, he should have guessed she could end up there because why not?

      Melanie was just as shocked to run into him as he was to see her again. He had no doubt of that. But unlike her, his name didn’t come with the stunning realization of his identity.

      Regret nagged at him. If only she weren’t the only female he hired. How did things manage to work out like this? He preferred not to be in this town. His worry and concern about running into his family by accident kept him close to his company trailer and the dive bar where he met Melanie. Every time he had to shop, get gas, do errands, and just live, he automatically checked for any signs of Tom, Kenzi, or Kyomi Wade. They were his family. The family who did not want to see him and the real reason he preferred not to be here.

      He was here now only because Humbolt assigned him to that job. He tried to get out of it and did everything he could to avoid it. But the company insisted. His family had not seen him in years, after they virtually banished him because they thought he was a murderer.

      Kyle left them and never returned.

      Who the hell knew what his family was up to now? Maybe they left the area when he did and he was being a little ridiculous by sneaking around furtively, wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses in public to conceal his identity if he did bump into them. Maybe there was no reason for him to hide.

      He knew he should find out the truth. He could easily drive by the old ranch and scope it out. But the dread he felt every time he considered that caused him to hyperventilate. The stress of imagining what they might say or do if they saw him was the reason he stayed in his small, cramped trailer. The only saving grace in the unbearable heat of the summer sun was the AC that ran almost twenty-four/seven. How could he enjoy the area—which he knew like the back of his hand—while diligently avoiding the chance that anyone might recognize him?

      It could happen. He’d only been there for a few months. The original site supervisor failed in his duty to get the right permits, calculate the correct cost of excavation, and schedule the required inspections to start the foundations in a timely manner. He was woefully incapable of making fixes on the fly, which always cropped up on this type of job. Kyle was hired basically for his out-of-the-box thinking, quick fixes on the spot and his ability to find a solution and fully get behind it. His was a high stress job with dire consequences if he got it wrong. The result could be overpricing or fines. Safety and health concerns mattered as much as cosmetic appeal.

      When the original supervisor failed so epically, his project manager and longtime boss, Carl Raines ordered Kyle to come to Tarlton. The entire project was now under his management. It was still behind budget, riddled with problems and lacking morale. Kyle was needed ASAP and no one else would do.

      He was flattered to be so highly in demand. When he got here, it was the full shit-show that Carl described. It took Kyle three weeks to sort out the problems and make all the fixes. That’s why everyone met in the job shack every morning to receive their assignments and be reminded of their mission. They were expected to check the plans twice before doing anything. Kyle’s strategy to compensate for the extra expense was simply to ensure the rest of the project ran smooth, on time and free of all the costly mistakes and errors.

      Today, however, he realized he’d already slept with an employee.

      Would he report it to Carl? Should he file a report with Human Resources to have it on record? Yes. That sounded like the right protocol. But Melanie should do it too. He decided to bring her in after work and ask her to do the same. Yes. He had to hedge his bets, curtail any gossip, and cover his ass. The obvious solution made his stomach ache.

      His gorgeous, funny, engaging, sassy, confident, sweet, love interest worked as an artist and a house framer. She was also his employee.

      Who did any of those things? He never met such an eclectic mix of personality in one person.

      Rising from his desk, he exited the job shack and endured the scorching heat of the late afternoon as he walked the site. Most of the workers were finished, and he watched them packing up their tools and putting them in each lock box. At the H-6 model site G, he found Melanie on a ladder, her nail gun in hand. She was quickly nailing the two-by-four to connect the door header. She worked fast and accurately. He nodded and was impressed. She noticed him, so she stopped and swung the nail gun down to the ground before she descended the ladder. Sweat poured off her face, rolling down her cheeks, forehead, and neck. He saw the rivulets on her shirt.

      “Are you sure you can work that fast in this heat?”

      She scoffed. “Oh, is it hot? Better than forty or fifty-year-old Brooks from Bainbridge Island. He’s from western-freaking-Washington. Dude, I was raised here. I was out hammering nails in barns and fence rails all summer before I reached puberty. It’s only ninety-two degrees today.”

      She was so full of it. But Kyle loved it. Her disdain at his curiosity was blatant.

      “Raised here? I thought you weren’t one of the Rydells of the river or the valley?”

      She stiffened and evil-eyed him, muttering, “Damn it.” When her feet landed on solid ground, she turned and tilted her sweaty face toward him. “Did you ask Julio that question? Or Brooks? What about the entire crew over there? Did you ask any of them if they were happy and comfortable working in the heat? Or do you not freaking care if it’s their problem? They chose this career, right? But as for little ol’ me, you worry if I can handle the heat? I’m probably the only one born and raised here who doesn’t even notice it.”

      He held up his hands in mock surrender. “Right. But I never rubbed any of their bodies with my bare hands and watched their faces while they came underneath me. So… sue me. I feel different about you, but not because you’re a woman. It’s because you were my woman, in my bed. Never mind that it happened before you started working for me. Sorry. I’ll try to make sure my over-reaching concern does not offend you again.”

      Shock showed on her face. He’d tried so hard to be polite and entirely work-related until now. This moment. He shouldn’t have included those inappropriate zingers in his speech. They’d popped out before he’d realized he was going to say them.

      Accordingly, her mouth looked like a fish gasping for air out of water. Indignancy radiated off her and she set her hands on her hips defiantly with her elbows out. “How dare you. Especially here. I was never your woman. I am no one’s woman. I am my—”

      He got closer and closer until she was forced to either touch him or step back. She bumped into the wall she just nailed up. In a crazy way, it turned him on. That thought, combined with her toughness, skill and abilities really turned him on. She built the wall behind her and he only wished he could pin her to it, putting her hands over her head and licking the salty sweat off her skin.

      But he merely smiled when she backed into it. Slowly trailing a fingertip down the side of her face, he wiped off some of the sweat. “I know, you are completely your own woman. Don’t worry, I never forgot that or even doubted it. But you and I were in my bed and I’m having a hard time downshifting from that. I feel like I know Eleanor and I wanted to get to know her better. I am waiting, no, dying for her to get into my bed again so I could thrill her hot, little body. But now I know that Eleanor is in fact Melanie, and she is happily sweating with men who can’t work eight hours in this oppressive heat. Yet here she is, cutting, sawing, measuring and nailing until the walls stand solid and firm behind her beautiful ass.” He thumped the wall for dramatic effect. Her gaze was angry… and heated. She liked what he said but hated herself for liking it.

      He retreated a step and cleared his throat. “The point is, I know you are a fully capable worker on this jobsite as a framer. But you are also the most beautiful woman I remember knowing intimately and that messes me up. So… if I forget and ask if you’re okay, or if the heat is bothering you, or some other concern that I don’t bother asking the other workers about, it’s because—through no fault of my own—you are not like any other worker to me. It’s not because you’re a woman but because you’re the only woman I want to pursue. So… fuck. I really don’t know how to deal with any of that.” Stepping back, the sweat on his body was becoming visible. “And damn! it’s hot out here, and if you aren’t bothered by that, then I applaud your toughness.”

      Melanie exhaled a sigh and admitted, “Yes, it’s hot. I was burning up and glaring at you in the job shack as you luxuriated inside with your AC. I was calling you names under my breath.”

      He stared at her long and hard before he had to laugh. “You just can’t give anything easily, can you?”

      “No. I can’t.” Her lips twitched and she began to smile at him. And damn. His heart leaped and twisted at the minute softening he detected in her voice.

      He brushed off his hard hat, and his hand to comb through his sweaty hair. “I think we should both report our prior relationship to HR. Then all parties are aware if there is any conflict and—”

      “No. You can’t do that. You just can’t. If anyone finds out, it’ll ruin my credibility and embarrass me. It won’t affect you, but it will affect me. I’ll be a joke. Please… just let that be something that happened between us. I will never tell a living soul and I hope I can trust you…”

      He almost grabbed her small hand in his and squeezed it as she flitted around while emphasizing her words of warning. But instead, he nodded. “Of course, you can trust me. I won’t say anything. I just wanted to make sure you knew you were legally covered and if you felt uncomfortable about it, I didn’t want you to feel like I had some kind of power here that wasn’t fair.”

      “I do feel a little uncomfortable. But not enough to complain to HR. And I certainly don’t think you planned it, as I was there too. At first, I was startled and felt weird and all that at seeing you here in this context, in contrast to a completely different one before. But I prefer to just let things go on. Please.”

      He nodded. “Of course. Yes. We’ll let it go and try to be normal.” But when he stared into her eyes, all he wanted to do was grab her face and kiss the hell out of it. That was an unusually strong reaction for him. He was never into PDA and his past relationships complained about his inability to show any affection. But with this woman? He could barely keep his hands off her. He was in a very bad place if he failed to control himself. The fact that he already slept with her and still wanted to and still liked her had to be their secret. He had to remain neutral and make it appear like she was just another framer on the crew. Otherwise, he could undermine her credibility and that wasn’t fair. It was about so much more than him now.

      “Well, before I melt into a puddle, I’m going back to my air-conditioned job shack and letting you get out of here. See you tomorrow.”

      She nodded her head as she bit her lip. He had to ignore it as he turned and headed directly to his desk to bury his nose in paperwork. Anything to get his mind off her. He was glad she worked there and would be back tomorrow, bright and early.

      He was a bit sorry he’d never see Eleanor again. But as for Melanie, he’d see her way too damn much.

      He just wished his damn heart didn’t thump hard with him so much anticipation of that.
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      DAYS BLENDED INTO WEEKS. Early morning wake ups. Stumbling to the jobsite. Coping with routine check-ins and snap meetings. Kyle led the crews. He thankfully kept it short and succinct but was always open for any questions or comments. He also ran a tight ship. He was strict and accurate, and he expected others to follow his directions explicitly. He had no tolerance for tardiness or laziness. Once, he fired a guy three days after finding him napping past the lunch hour. No second chances. One violation of his rules was all it took.

      It was a risky strategy because there wasn’t a huge pool of available workers, let alone, qualified ones. But that was his problem, not Melanie’s. She muttered to Brooks, “Doesn’t he realize there aren’t enough skilled workers around here to fire them at will? Good luck replacing that one.”

      Brooks nodded. “Yeah, he won’t tolerate any margin of error.”

      Melanie kept her demeanor towards Kyle severely restrained. She was his employee and he was her boss. Period. She was always respectful and polite but never hesitated to speak up when she had something on her mind. Melanie wasn’t a pushover. Kyle didn’t have to spend much time overseeing her work, either. Brooks was a good guide and she consistently proved herself, always doing exactly as he instructed. If something turned out wrong, it was only because he instructed her wrong. The heat was a constant enemy and the hours from noon to two were excruciating. Melanie started skipping lunch like the rest of the crew to finish earlier.

      Most of the times she saw Kyle, they were outside with plenty of space between them and usually two or three sweaty men hanging around. Naturally, their attraction and interest toward each other didn’t abate but they had no chance to express it either physically or verbally.

      Crap. Melanie’s gaze had a mind of its own and refused to leave Kyle alone. Her eyes followed him everywhere and her heart felt like it was pouring out of them. Most of the time, she wore sunglasses to conceal all the naughty things on her mind.

      Kyle wore them too. She wondered if it were because he suffered from the same tendency? She really hoped that was the case. The attraction they shared in the beginning was strong. But was it still? After weeks of watching her sweat, strain, and work, Kyle must have realized there was nothing lady-like or sensual about what she did at the jobsite. She lifted heavy planks and tools, twisted her body to contort to whatever space she had to work in, and did her damn job. Melanie had no airs and no time to do anything girly to ensure Kyle’s attraction would persist. Maybe he changed his mind about her.

      It could happen. Maybe she expected his interest in her to wane. Their quick, hot, incredible introduction aside, first impressions never last, and sometimes they deteriorate. She wondered if it slowly petered out. Or changed. Melanie was just another sweaty worker on his team getting the job done, helping him fulfill expectations and meet schedules, budgets and inspections.

      “Hey, Brooks?” she called out after spending her lunch hour examining the roof frame-in now that the second story was almost finished.

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you think we should follow details A-3 here? See how this jog-out will collide with the placement of the gutters on each end? It will upset the gutter alignment, I’m sure of it. And cause long-term stress on the seam. See? Look here. See this?” She handed Brooks the crumbled, dirt-strewn architectural prints, sliding her finger and following the take-off to the side where the architect blew up the detail for specification.

      Brooks’s dirty finger followed the take-off and he muttered his reply, “If you’re right then houses A and C have to be redone. Crap. But it seems so. Good call, Mel. Show it to Kyle and get his take on it; ask him what the hell we should do. Goddamned architects. How did they miss that?”

      Melanie’s stomach churned. She did not want to take it to Kyle. Or even get near him. Much less, be alone with him. Why? Because that’s pretty much all she thought about. Kyle came and went, usually being out and about. She always knew exactly where Kyle was. As soon as he left the job shack and roamed the large site, all her Spidey Senses went on high alert and tracked his exact location. She was better than GPS when it came to locating him. When he was close to her, trying to breathe in the heat was almost suffocating. When he was far off in the distance, her constant gaze followed him. She was obsessed by him and somewhat surprised that no one observed it. No one ever asked her why she had cow eyes whenever the boss came near.

      Kyle rarely surprised Mel because she usually knew exactly what he was doing, where he was doing it, and whom he was doing it with.

      Consulting Brooks about the problem, she assumed he’d disagree with her and see something she failed to notice. Her experience with reading architectural blueprints was entirely self-taught and no one ever coached her. She knew Brooks had been using them for twenty years or more. So she assumed she had to be wrong.

      But Brooks agreed with her and was grateful for her attention to detail.

      Now she had to bring it to the attention of the boss.

      Ugh. Her boss. Boss Kyle.

      Placing the rolled-up plans on her shoulder, she trudged across the dusty lot towards the job shack. She imagined walking down what would eventually be the curving, paved road of the new neighborhood. It was a little strange to think of it becoming a neighborhood like any other suburb that popped up in the Rydell River Valley. This area kept changing, growing, and sprawling, despite how hard some people tried to resist it. Progress never sleeps.

      At the shack, she politely knocked before she entered, and realized that the rest of the guys did that now too. Before she was hired, they just barged in. The coffee pot and the refrigerator were located in the shack along with the air conditioning. Some of the crew popped in there just to cool off or grab their lunches from the fridge. They had a vending machine that sold snacks and cold drinks too.

      Melanie never went there alone or allowed herself to be caught alone inside with Kyle. Why? Did she doubt she could control herself? Possibly. Kyle, on the other hand, was a properly appropriate professional with her at all times. Ever since becoming her boss, he shelved any personal involvement and stuck entirely to his work ethic. He was her site supervisor and nothing else. He was never unpleasant, but he also never coddled her.

      She hated it. But she knew it had to be. Given their history. And the sex appeal between them. And her being the only female on the construction site in the Rydell River Valley. No, she could not let anyone know she was naked with her supervisor or all kinds of problems would follow. She knew it right down to her gut.

      Plus, it would have been unbearably uncomfortable.

      But her damn heart and body seemed to constantly conspire to foil her brain… She found herself noticing everything about the man. His energy. His presence. His business demeanor. Melanie worried his interest in her was rapidly diminishing. Such a short, hot affair was basically no more than a one-night-stand. Who wants to see their one-night-stand the next day? No one. Especially at work. No one would.

      Glancing down, she frowned at how well her sweaty shirt clung to her. It was not a sexy clinging. It was because of all the sweat on her. Sawdust was also sticking to her and probably sprinkled through her hair. It was like confetti that infiltrated her scalp and ponytail. Somehow the particles inserted themselves, even under the hard hat she wore all day. Her clothes, hands and fingernails were also victims of the endless dust and grime. It crept up her nose and flew into her eyes. There was no relief from it. All the redness in her eyes and frequent sneezes were not attractive. She had to work in a dust bowl and should not have been surprised that it clung to her.

      But that didn’t matter now. She wasn’t going on a date. She had to notify the boss of an important detail that had the potential to put them way behind schedule and over budget.

      Kyle glanced up and sat with straighter posture when he realized Melanie was the one who knocked before entering. She let the door bang shut behind her. Kyle was obsessed about keeping the door shut at all times in order to keep the one space on the jobsite cool. It was always a refreshing oasis.

      Staring at her for a long moment, his eyes dropped down as he observed her sweaty clothes and coating of dust. “Need a break?”

      “No. I came over because I found something on the plans and Brooks said you should see it.”

      “Okay.” He rose to his feet as she stepped towards the drafting table. It was slanted with an edge to keep the large sheets of paper readable without sliding off. She spread out the sheets of plans. Kyle approached her and stared down at the roof take-off.

      “Here. These particular details must be wrong. It appears to change the alignment of the gutters that go here and here, causing the water to pool right under this spot and also over here. I know it seems like a small detail now, but I think that water will pool and not run off and eventually cause real problems with leaks. You can’t let water sit.”

      He grunted while watching her fingers as she slid them around, showing him what she meant as she explained the problem. After a long moment, he tilted his head, and she could see his entire focus was centered on what she showed him.

      Finally, he nodded. Then he began muttering under his breath and half-shoved her out of the way before leaning over the table. Flipping through a few pages for a different view, he went back and forth, just as Melanie did in her car when she fully investigated the problem she caught in the architectural rendering.

      Leaning back, he finally said, “Shit. You’re right. Damn. It’s also an expensive fix. We already put the roofs on the houses located on lots A and C.”

      “I realized that. That’s why I brought it to your attention. I know it has to be right.”

      His gaze turned to the side and he stared at her face. “You are right. How did you catch this?”

      “Oh,” she waved her hand around and replied, “I always pre-screen the next section we’re framing to make sure I know all the details before I start. When I started following the lines, something felt off. What I saw didn’t seem like it would work.”

      “You pictured it in your mind?” His gaze flipped up to hers and he seemed surprised.

      Nodding, she shrugged and tapped her temple. “I’m dyslexic. Makes it harder for me to learn to read and memorize anything, but it also gives me unique advantages that others might not have. For me, it turned out I can see patterns in seemingly unrelated things and I have a strong ability to see things in three-dimensional viewpoints in my mind’s eye.”

      His surprise appeared in his wide eyes. “Was it hard for you in school? I’ve heard about that condition before.”

      “Oh, no. No tragic story there. It could have easily been if not for my mom. She is profoundly dyslexic, and the one I inherited my condition from. She knew exactly what to look for and my aunt tutors dyslexic children. She properly screened me, tutored me and knew all the best programs for my brain to conceive. I never suffered the problems that many other dyslexic kids have to endure.”

      Kyle reached up and grabbed a few strands of hair that slipped out of her ponytail. Her sweat curled the stray hairs. He slipped them around his finger and tenderly placed them behind her ear. Her gaze hardened on his and she froze at his soft, innocuous, but totally unexpected touch. Their location was all Melanie could think about.

      “You kept teasing it.” He finally whispered when she stared up at him, looking confused. Teasing what? She didn’t even notice her unconscious movement.

      He sighed. “You twist your hair when you’re nervous, I think. You do it most often when I’m around. Otherwise, I wouldn’t notice it.”

      She swallowed. “You noticed that in my mannerisms, and observe me when I do it?”

      He kept staring, holding her gaze with a longing that intrigued her. “I know. I hate myself for it. I can’t stop. It’s wrong and inappropriate and I should make more of an effort… but I can’t…”

      His whispered, “I can’t” captured her heart. Hope made her chest swell and a spark glimmered in her eye as his nostrils flared and he leaned closer. Melanie had to shut her eyes to avoid seeing his expression. “You’re so distracting. All the time. I almost shoved a nail into my finger when you showed up at the house next to ours to inspect their roof line the other day.” The various crews all worked on separate models and the single-story houses were a little farther along than the house she was working on.

      “You did? That’s not good. It could be dangerous. Really?”

      Fluttering her eyes open, she slowly licked her lips. “Yes.”

      “Eleanor…” he whispered, and his gaze dropped to her lips but mostly to her tongue.

      “That’s not me.”

      He sighed and grazed her cheek with the back of his knuckles. “I know. But sometimes you still are. Other times, you’re exclusively Melanie and I find myself adoring both women.”

      “You can’t say stuff like that…” she sighed.

      He stepped back suddenly, clearing his throat as his hands ruffled through his hair. “God, No. I can’t. I’m sorry…”

      Annoyed by his unexpected retreat, she all but ran back to him and cuddled against his chest. Grabbing his hand, she held it tightly. He stared at their two linked hands. “You get to me. In the short time since we first met, it started. The past few weeks have only increased my feelings and made them… different. Now, I can’t stop thinking about you. My interest in you is insatiable…”

      He barely tugged her and she fell forward into his arms. She loved hearing his heart pounding against his chest. He touched her forehead with his soft lips and kissed the side of her sweaty, dusty face. Then he found her mouth and kissed her long and deep. Her knees buckled and her stomach roiled and churned with countless butterflies. When the kiss ended, he held her close to him and she admitted, “You did the same to me. But…”

      He sighed, slightly releasing her. “But so many damn things are standing in our way. I know. I’m sorry.” Pushing himself away from her, he turned around and started organizing his desk. Occupying himself? Yep. That’s what he did. She smiled at his sexy back.

      “That catch was brilliant, by the way. We all missed it. You’re good. No, you’re amazing. Thank you. It will cost extra to fix now but saves us a heck of a lot more in the long run. The cost just to cover the warranty would have been horribly expensive and the blow to our reputation would have even been worse. It would make us look like shoddy contractors. So, thank you, Melanie.”

      Oh, the authoritative supervisor was back, judging by his voice. She nodded at his back. “Of course. If I ever suspect a problem, I feel obligated to tell you.”

      “I appreciate that. Some workers are not as diligent as you are and never review their work before they have to do it. Your attention to every detail is remarkable. I plan to compensate you for it too.”

      “Oh. I wasn’t expecting—”

      “I know,” he interrupted. “But you deserve a reward for your timely action.”

      She started to protest, and he shook his head. “No explanations necessary. I would financially compensate any man who brought that detail to my attention too. Not a Franklin/Eleanor thing, okay? And you’re a damn fine worker.” He cursed under his breath and added, “That’s exactly why we can’t do this again. Not ever. I shouldn’t have to explain it to you. I’m sorry. Really. You’re pretty awesome. Not only as Eleanor but especially as… Mel.”

      He wanted to touch her, and she could feel it. The air buzzed with energy, and she wondered if a lit match would cause an explosion because of so much chemistry passing between them. It felt completely real. Kyle’s eyes gleamed with respect, pride and unabated interest. All at once.

      “Kyle? Maybe after we finish this job…”

      He straightened up and seemed to catch his breath. “Really?”

      The hopeful expression on his face reminded Melanie of a little boy. She adored seeing the eagerness in his gaze and the excitement and anticipation over her next words. She bit her lip. He was so endearing now. The man in charge of everything, the boss-man could be instantly reduced to no more than a sweet, little boy asking for a treat. In this case, she was the treat. It was not only flattering but damn potent.

      “Really.” A blush reddened her cheeks.

      He nodded. “Okay. Hands off. That’s a memo to myself. I swear I won’t slip up again. I was just… temporarily mesmerized by you.”

      What? Really? By her? Here? She glanced down at her boots. “I smell like sawdust and BO, unsuccessfully masked by deodorant. My sweat tracks run down my face and shirt and…” She swiped her hand around herself to indicate the rest of her body, and finished her question, “This mesmerizes you?”

      He nodded with a smile that was so cocky and wolfish, it reminded her of Franklin. “Yeah. Hot. Sweaty. It makes me think of other… things.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      He smiled but it swiftly faded. “Your brain. I am in awe of your ability to see the world in such a way that I don’t. You ruin the odds. Your unique viewpoint and vision of the world just fucking calls out to me.”

      Okay. Damn it. His words seduced her. One look was priceless. She loved his work ethic. And his respect for hers. There was so much happening here.

      “After we finish…” she replied.

      He nodded and started to approach her, shaking his head as he promised, “After.”

      His expression made her tremble with want and need. She hated having to wait.

      Then he seemed to catch himself and said, “In the meantime, I have to notify my bosses about their big mistake and figure out how much it’ll cost to fix it. I plan to put you on the repair crew; in fact, you’ll probably lead it. Yeah, you clearly know what’s best. Plan on starting that Monday.”

      Jolted with surprise, Melanie could only stare at his back as he briskly skirted the table to return to his desk. “But we just—”

      His head shaking, Kyle was all business now. The ardent looks and tenderness she was beginning to enjoy vacated his face and gaze. “You’re the best to fix it, you’ll do the job right. Man or woman that’s how I run this gig. And why I’m so damn good at it. I know and trust all of my workers, but I also know how to delegate, and you get the top prize. Who else but you is more ready, capable and hell, qualified than you since you’re the only one who caught it?”

      Pleased at his generous praise, Melanie started nodding. Brimming with pride, she smiled and replied, “Okay.”

      Kyle observed a long pause, staring at her without any words, and then he smiled. “Okay.”

      Melanie turned and left the job shack. She held a hand over her heart to calm the pounding that filled her with hope and lust and anticipation. Her good deed was appreciated and that felt very satisfying and awesome.

      Plus, being rewarded for finding the mistake was a great bonus but it could not eclipse the respect she received from her co-workers. It helped establish her position as an industrious worker to all on the site.
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        * * *

      

      In all this time living in Tarlton, he had avoided the reason he didn’t want to be assigned there in the first place. His family. Now it was just his parents and sister. Not his brother. The last time he’d been on the family ranch, was the day his brother died.

      His family thought Kyle killed him. Despite Kyle’s unflagging denials, and no matter that the police, sheriff, and forensics crew had no evidence, his blood relatives blamed him. Officially, he was innocent; but to his family, he was guilty.

      So much for loyalty to one’s family. Kyle’s father banished him, literally and figuratively. His mother stood right beside his father, teary-eyed but stoic, ignoring Kyle’s sincere denials. His pleas. His entreaties. Kyle didn’t kill Kodi. He tried to stop Kodi. But nothing he could say could convince them he was telling the truth. They didn’t react to his pain with compassion. They told him to go away and never, ever return. Never.

      That was their last message. He didn’t read anything into it. He didn’t exaggerate it. In their lifetimes, they never wanted to see him again. Those were their exact words.

      In the span of one day, Kyle lost his brother, his mother, his father and his little sister.

      He always regretted losing Kyomi the most. She was so young, and she played no part in the tragic scene and details that preceded his exile.

      Being back here now really wigged Kyle out in indescribable ways. The night he met Melanie in the bar, he was trying to analyze the reasons and consequences for his return. It was not his choice. He vowed to stay away when they so clearly rejected him and refused to believe him. He wasn’t there to make amends or check in on his fair-weather family. Hell to the no. His only reason for being there was the job. That’s it. Nothing more. Nothing less. He vowed a long time ago to always consider them dead in his mind. He did not want to feel sentimental or sympathetic. He tried to forget his youthful years, before it all went so bad.

      Now, he was unable to stop thinking about them. After almost a decade, he managed to live a good life despite what happened that night. The first two years were tough, and his grief and shock were his only companions. He turned to alcohol to numb the discomfort and forget the sadness and gut-wrenching loneliness he endured every day. That was sprinkled with an undying rage over how unfair it was. And despite all that, he had to cope with his brother’s death. That saddened him the most. Losing his brother was the hardest part.

      Kyle knew he was in trouble, and he did the work to recover. He had the initiative to stop drinking and wasting his time. He decided his life was a rare gift and the second chance he got, he wished he could give to Kodi. Since that option was impossible, he chose to make the most of it. He started a job as a day laborer for Humbolt Construction Company in his effort to reinvent himself. Eventually, he climbed up the career ladder and got a bachelor’s degree in construction management. He told Melanie the truth when he said he had a liberal arts degree.

      Kyle also sought out a much-needed therapist who helped him assimilate his new role after what happened with his family. Counseling worked for Kyle and put him on the path of self-awareness. He stopped blaming himself for things he could not change and endeavored to be the best person he knew he was.

      He finally made sense in his acceptance of the night Kodi died and the subsequent rejection from his family. The emotional soup inside him was seething with rage, grief, hurt, loneliness, unfairness, blame, hatred, resentment and regret. It took him years, but he managed to work through it all. He harnessed the legitimate feelings and ignored the unfounded ones.

      The boundaries of right and wrong in any situation can be blurred. But anything is doable. Kyle successfully compartmentalized that event and moved forward to an optimistic future. He avoided becoming a broken, messed-up asshole who was angry at the world as well as himself, punishing everyone in his path. Fortunately, he discovered that at the young age of twenty-two and it became his life script.

      All was well until he was sent to Tarlton for his next project. He feared it could be a trigger and possibly reactivate his insecurity and weakness. Maybe that was why he was unlike himself.

      The things he did with Melanie were simply unique to her. He did not do them with other women. Never a womanizer, he wasn’t attracted to meaningless flings. Melanie was someone new and a distraction from the unsettled feeling he’d been enduring since his arrival in his home town. His nerves remained on edge at the knowledge he could bump into a member of his family anywhere. Anywhere.

      But he hadn’t yet. He frequently went to the grocery store, the gas station, the bar and drove the same roads that he drove a decade ago. It was disconcerting, however, to find himself back in his hometown, but not.

      He was a different man than the kid his family kicked out of his home. He was mostly successful, although he struggled with intimate relationships. Trust had to be hard-earned for him. He could explain it over and over to himself. All the work he did to get through it gave him a new sense of self and pride, but his rejection from them still popped up occasionally and had the same devastating effect despite all the counseling. Being back here only amplified it. Things he thought he long ago put to rest were again rearing their ugly heads.

      Sighing, it was late in the evening and the sun was setting. Kyle was driving down the same long, familiar road of his youth, the driveway to his family’s remote ranch.

      After he finished dinner at the local café, he’d spontaneously decided to take a drive and here he was, on the road home.

      Why did he come there? Who would drive down the familiar road where they were raised, after being disowned by their family? Not him. Yet, here he was.

      Finally, he crested a low hill and viewed the basin where the old ranch and house stood. Ugly. Barren. His former home. He had mixed feelings. Sitting in his truck, he could not stop staring at the place where so much of his life began. Where he was raised. Where he learned how to help out with the chores. Where he and Kodi worked and played together as boys, constantly bickering, wrestling, horse-playing and later on, fighting. That wasn’t playing though, that was real.

      The last time he saw the ranch was the day after his brother died.

      He recalled his parents shaming him. Angry. Rage-filled. Crying. Broken. A terrible scene made only for a horror show.

      Now, in the twilight, it seemed kind of ordinary. Ugly. Deserted. Not as broken down and messy as years past. In fact, it looked better cared for than he ever remembered it being. The piles of hoarded junk, broken-down farm equipment and rusty tools that were piled up and discarded on the left side of the milking barn, were all gone. Plenty of repairs dotted the fencing and he could see cows further down the pasture line. The ranch was still functioning apparently. But did his family still own it?

      It was impossible to believe anything different. He sat behind the wheel of his truck and pondered the moment. What if they no longer lived there? What if they moved? Did someone else run the ranch now? And own the old house? He literally could not see that happening. Not ever. He never believed they would leave or sell. Considering his father, no way. His dad would never leave the valley. His dad was unable to express his feelings, and avoided talking, gossip and all family issues because they were private. He knew his dad was permanently anchored to this place. Change was a bad word to him. So no. No.

      But the place was unrecognizable. Under his father’s care, he knew where everything was. What he viewed now wasn’t how Tom Wade kept his ranch, or his yards, or his barns, or his house. Tom was a hopeless hoarder. Messy too. He was so disorganized, he could never get anything done so his projects were left half-done and never finished. The fencing alone was never so tidy and neat. Junk and Tom went together like peanut butter and jelly.

      Kyle was eager to know who lived here now and why it looked so different, but he’d have to ask someone. That meant talking. He had to let someone know he was back in town.

      Whatever else happened, Kyle was forbidden to show up. Especially out of nowhere. What if they were still living there? They had to be. Maybe Tom had an intervention and changed as much as Kyle did. What could be the catalyst for such a change? Well, how about witnessing your own son’s suicide? Or, what they claimed was the murder of one son at the hand of the other? If that doesn’t make you pause and consider the direction of your life, then what the hell could? Maybe his dad decided to improve the old place. With steady work, perhaps he could restore its decency, which was always possible but never attained. Not under Tom’s direction and leadership.

      Really? It was hard to imagine his father changing that much.

      That would still have to be proven to him.

      But there was no place for him now.

      Quickly executing a full turn, Kyle left, and the dust billowed behind him. He retreated to his company trailer and reviewed tomorrow’s schedule for all the crews. He also scanned the staff schedules as well as the next delivery of lumber.

      This was his life. This mattered because it was his new identity.

      Where he came from and who he was before were irrelevant.

      Later, when he was lying in bed, it all filtered into his brain. He couldn’t sleep and he felt hollow and sad. Seeing his old ranch evoked images he hadn’t recalled in years. That was the reason he didn’t want to be here. Or remember what it felt like to exist there. All of his hard work and analysis seemed to swirl in concentric circles before flowing down the drain.
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      “EXCUSE ME, BUT DO you know where I could find Melanie Rydell?”

      Kyle whipped around when he heard the man’s voice behind him.

      Jack Rydell was standing in the job shack.

      Shocked to see Melanie’s father suddenly there before him, Kyle didn’t answer at first.

      Jack cleared his throat. “The sign said to check in so I hope it’s—” His voice wandered off abruptly as he fully took in Kyle’s face. Shaking his head in confusion, Jack asked, “Sorry but have we met before?”

      Crap. Had they ever. Then Jack’s eyes narrowed on his face as his stance straightened and Kyle remained silent. “We have,” Jack stated, answering his own question while realizing where that introduction took place.

      “Um… yeah. Sorry about that… again.” Kyle’s gaze darted off to the corner, for he wasn’t man enough to hold the old cowboy’s knowing eyes.

      “Yeah. So my daughter? Is it okay if I swing by? I know her lunch hour starts right about now, and I was hoping to treat her.”

      Well, obviously Jack figured out exactly whom Kyle was on the beach with.

      “Right. Yes, I’ll walk you there. It’s a little confusing.” Kyle dropped the pen in his hand he was using to sign off some purchase order agreements and rounded his desk to accompany Jack. Kyle noticed he was a few inches shorter than Jack, who gained even more height when he got up close to him.

      Kyle took the lead but was overly conscious of Melanie’s dad. Her freaking dad. Especially now that he seemed to fully know that Kyle was with his mostly naked daughter on their beach and trying to hide her. Jack stayed in step with Kyle as they moved across the gravel. “Mel is an outstanding worker who tolerates the heat better than most,” Kyle remarked when the strange silence became too much.

      “She was always like that. Tough. Strong. Scrappy. Heat never bothered her.”

      Yeah. All those things. That was the Melanie/Eleanor he’d gotten to know to date. The more he saw of her, the more he noticed those traits. She was also beautiful. Captivating. And impossible to take his eyes off.

      Melanie’s presence on the site didn’t seem to have any effect on the other workers, however. Just him. Kyle had a clear view of most of the site from his desk in the job shack. He looked out often enough to know nobody was ogling her, staring at her, or even affected by her presence in any way. He hated knowing he was the only one. But how could anyone ignore or be indifferent to Melanie Rydell? She was an entire army in one small package. She entered a room, or a space, hell, if she came within a damn mile of him, all the air around him came alive with energy and he was drawn to her like a magnet.

      Somehow, her brilliance wasn’t appreciated by all who surrounded her.  That was good and appropriate, of course, but Kyle wondered how they managed to miss so much.

      Internally, he fussed and worried about Melanie. It was too hot, far too hot, on most days. He stressed over the chance she might collapse from heat stroke. He often asked if she had enough to drink. Her dehydration wasn’t his only concern. Kyle worried about the heavy materials and tools she lifted and the heights she climbed. He feared she could fall or get hurt.

      Of course, he knew her well enough to realize he was forbidden to voice any of that out loud. It was completely condescending and sexist. Yet he stood in the window of the job shack, watching her work with the rest of the crew, doing the same tasks, but caring only about her welfare and no one else’s.

      Naturally, Kyle wasn’t indifferent to the other employees. He cared enough about them to insist on a safe construction site at all times. He didn’t want anyone getting hurt.

      But as far as stressing over his employees doing routine chores, which they were hired to do? No. Of course not. That was their job. They were well compensated for it. They had to climb up the ladders and nail on the roof decks or carry sheets of plywood to the second floors.

      But when Kyle saw Melanie struggling, he fought the urge to run over and relieve her of whatever she was doing, or at least help her accomplish it. The innate problems of being the only female on the jobsite. Yep. It was sexist and condescending. All true. Despite the truth, and all of Kyle’s mental pep talks of right and wrong, he could not resist the damn urge. The impulse. The unsatisfied need to check in with her and make sure she was really okay.

      Kyle’s interest in Melanie never ceased. He could watch her all day long. He lost entire gaps of time while staring at her, daydreaming, and enjoying her smooth movements. Not in a creepy, gross way, she was just full of zest and energy. Her movements were swift, efficient, compact and elegant.

      She was excellent at any job. See? He was not a total sexist pig. Kyle not only recognized his shortcomings, but he could not remain neutral about it. He couldn’t confide his worries over her safety and comfort because that would be patronizing and annoying. Neither could he congratulate her on doing a good job that many others were doing as if it were incredible for a woman to do it. Worst of all, he did not want to be like a father-figure bestowing his paternal approval on her.

      Eventually, the problems of her working for him on this jobsite morphed into a strange, complicated beast of attraction that he had no clue how to navigate. He didn’t even know the rules of the game, much less, how to play it.

      Jack casually walked beside him. Kyle paused when they reached the front of the house Mel was working on with Brooks. The first level was all framed in. The swift progress was so far right on schedule, and exactly per the specs in the architect’s plans. They were meeting all expectations.

      Mel was above them on a ladder, holding the end of a two-by-four and Julio was on the other end. With her hard hat on, she just looked like one of the crew. The only one aware of her distinguishing features as a woman, was him, Kyle, and only because of his personal interest in her as a woman and nothing else.

      She already proved herself a valued, above-average member of the crew and her coworkers all noticed and treated her with respect. There was always some trash talk on a jobsite. To sensitive ears, the swearing, stereotypical BS and other vernacular might sound disgusting, shocking and disappointing. But Melanie didn’t blink an eye. The others were mindful of her presence most of the time.

      Any sexual harassment trash talk that might have occurred even a decade ago was noticeably absent. Things were changing, even here, in this little town, under these circumstances. A woman onsite nowadays was not automatically wolf-whistled and leered at. Because it was understood nowadays, she could be a member of your crew.

      Any new member on the crew, had to be put through their paces. Can they hack the job? Can they do it? As tough as it was, plenty of men couldn’t last even a few days. They got the ribbing for not being able to do the job, not for their gender.

      Waiting until it was safe to call her name and shielding his eyes from the merciless sun, Kyle saw her glance down, gripping the top of the ladder and semi-waving to her dad. But she frowned at seeing Kyle beside him.

      Yeah, she had to know what her dad must have realized already. Even their strange introduction was weird. And now she worked for Kyle.

      It would appear to her father that she probably slept with her boss.

      Glancing up, Kyle tried to read Jack’s weathered, hardened face that remained impassive. Neutral. Not disapproving or judging. But neither was he welcoming.

      “Well, I’ll let you go.” Kyle waved as Melanie started to descend the ladder. She nodded in acknowledgement, her eyes catching his for a moment and exchanging a silent—what do you think he knows?—glance.

      Shrugging behind Jack’s back, Kyle gave her a quick smile in response, and hastily turned on his heel, scurrying back to the air-conditioned job shack. Naturally, Kyle was intimidated by the man. No, maybe that was too harsh. Not afraid per se. More like very respectful of his presence. Crap. Now he had to worry about what Jack thought of him.

      Small towns. Small minds. Damn it. He forgot how small they were, and how close everyone was, and why one should never, ever have sex with a local. He already broke the first rule.

      Never have sex with your employee, either.

      The second rule was probably more important.

      Ugh. Damn. But Kyle left before Jack Rydell could question him.
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        * * *

      

      “Dad?” Melanie said as she whipped off her hard hat and wiped her beading-with-sweat forehead. Pushing back her wet, goopy hair, she winced. If Kyle had any sexual thoughts of her, would they be replaced with this image? Her sweaty, greasy dripping state of being as she was every single day? Coated with sawdust that always clung to her skin.

      “Daughter?” Jack answered in the same wry, natural tone. Tongue in cheek, she gave him a half smile and also glared at him.

      “Why are you here? Checking to see if I’m actually working?”

      “No. Just in town at the same time as your lunch hour. How often do I get to have lunch with my adult daughter? Not often enough. That sounds better to me than just about anything else.”

      His words did the trick and Melanie could only beam at his affection. “Damn it, Dad. I’m trying to be an independent woman here working on a construction site and holding my own and then, my daddy makes me blush with pleasure that he’s here to see me and, dare I hope? Proud of me? How do you manage to turn me into a little girl seeking approval just by your presence here?”

      He grinned at her, breaking the neutral barrier of his expression. “Because I tried to raise you to obey me but that never worked. Now I have to settle for a daughter that hopefully still respects my opinion.”

      Setting her tools off to the side, she waved at Brooks to indicate she was leaving for lunch. He waved back. “You did no such archaic thing.”

      Jack sighed. “No, but before I met your mother, when I was still in my prime, that’s exactly how I was. Now, can you spare an hour in town for lunch with me?”

      “Yes. And since you’re buying, I’ll take a double cheeseburger and a restaurant with air conditioning.”

      “Well, of course. Only the best for my princess,” Jack replied with a mock swing of his arm for her to walk ahead of him. Grinning at their banter, Melanie approached his recently acquired black truck and hopped in.

      “Do you ever wish I was more of a princess instead of just a daughter?”

      He chuckled. “Honey, you are the spawn of Erin Poletti, and there’s no way on earth any daughter of hers could grow up to be a diva. And you also know better than to ask me such a stupid question.”

      Sitting down in the café, Melanie ordered a cheeseburger, fries, side-salad and a chocolate shake.

      “That’s a real working man’s lunch. Be careful or you won’t be able to hoist yourself up the ladder.”

      “Ha-ha, well, I am a hard-working woman. And since you’re paying…” She grinned and sucked down half the iced water in her glass.

      “All right. So how is the framing business coming along?” Jack asked as he sat back and waited for her to speak. She started by describing what they’d been working on. Eventually, she got around to explaining the fix she caught.

      “Quit being so modest to your old man. I’m the one you can brag to so I can brag about you. That fix is nothing less than I’d expect from you. You’re a bright, out-of-the-box thinker who regularly rises above the call of duty.”

      “Out of any damn box that they try to put me in too.” She sighed when she saw their food on the table. They exchanged quick pleasantries with the server and eagerly dug in.

      “You’ve always been a leader. Why did you sigh like that was a bad thing? You’ve never minded being unique before. Has something changed?”

      “No. Maybe I’m getting too old to be the rebel in every crew. I know I surprise most people with the things I choose to do and who I am. Being the daughter of Jack Rydell and an artist keeps me running around the country and never doing the same thing twice. Some people are blown away by my choice of a career. I love instigating their shock and surprise most of the time. Usually, I am satisfied just to double down on that. But lately, I find myself thinking…”

      “As long as you’re not doing it just to shock people, especially me or your mom, right? You have always been true to yourself. Has that changed?”

      “No. I just wish I knew what the truth is.” She scooted around. “I had no intention of starting this conversation and I didn’t even know I thought these things, never mind, that I was ready to speak them out loud.”

      “You’ve always done that with me. Especially with hard topics. You found your voice by articulating your conflicts to me.”

      She shoved a French fry in her mouth. “Didn’t that drive you crazy? Why didn’t you insist that I conform more to society? I really don’t fit in with your history in this area.”

      “I fit in this area. As for what it used to be? Things changed when I met your mom; you’ve heard the stories. My reaction to her was old-fashioned and even chauvinistic. Things changed after our meeting and your mom was the catalyst to that change. So, I’m glad it happened even if it was hard at times. When I raised Ben and Charlie, I thought I was prepared to be a father, but I’m not going to lie when I say I would have failed without your mom and my previous experience to raise you. The dad I was when you were born was the new and improved version. Ben and Charlie taught me lots of things. So, by the time your mom and I had you, I hoped I got it right.”

      “Ben and Charlie have no complaints so you must have gotten it mostly right with them too. You were never harsh or intolerant of them or anything they did.”

      “I like to think so. But when you arrived, a bright, shiny, articulate, confident soul wrapped up in a package that looks exactly like your mother, we both agreed that you were endowed with the best parts of each of us.”

      “Thank God, you didn’t think I was a blend of all the worst parts.”

      “Not for even a minute of your life.” Jack looked at her and then away.

      “But why the strange look just now? Is there something you want to ask me? It reminds me of the look you had when Mom told you I got my first period.”

      “I wasn’t uncomfortable with that. But I wonder about Kyle… your supervisor. I think I recognized him.”

      “Oh?” Melanie gulped her milkshake, ignoring the sudden brain freeze to her head. “Maybe you’ve seen him around.”

      “No. I mean, yes. I have. I actually recall seeing him in the middle of our river. Nearly on our beach. At midnight. He was with a woman.”

      “Oh? Small world.”

      “Is it?” Jack replied, keeping his gaze fastened on her. “How did he know he could reach that spot unless he crossed our land? Hmm, could it possibly be from someone showing him? Or a daughter who works for him now?”

      “Oh? Well, how about this coincidence? Accidentally encountering a father who was at the beach at midnight with my mother, and for what reason?” Melanie used the same sing-song voice Jack used.

      He glared back at her. She smiled sweetly. “In all truth…” Jack said, “you were cavorting with your boss?”

      She sighed. The gig was up. “No, he wasn’t my boss then. I didn’t know he would be until… later.”

      Her dad nodded and sat back. “And things are… okay there?”

      “Weird sometimes. Awkward. Hard to define. Kind of like this conversation.”

      Jack laughed out loud, drinking his pop liberally. “Yes. Yes, you’re right. We are adults now. And yet… I really do assume the role of the archaic stereotypical dad, getting incensed and wanting to beat his ass for no reason.”

      “Or her ass.”

      “Well, that’s where the whole alpha male thing doesn’t work. Or her ass. I did not react the same to your girlfriend because it is different. I’m a work in progress. Not totally there yet.”

      “God, Dad. Aren’t we all? And the word is sex. It’s okay to say the word to me.”

      “I can’t. But tell me the truth, are things really okay on the jobsite?”

      “Things get uncomfortable and sometimes they are unclear. We can’t treat each other as friends, lovers or coworkers. We can’t pursue anything that we feel and that’s awful. And strange. But yet…”

      “Yet?”

      She leaned forward, setting her cheeseburger down and chewing the bite in her mouth until she finally shook her head. “I look forward to every day because I can’t wait to see him.”

      “So you are interested in the guy?”

      “Yes. But he’s my boss. In a field where women have to prove themselves and break the glass ceiling, it’s not cool to be sleeping with my boss. Not on a construction site.”

      “Hmm.”

      She sighed. “Never mind. It’s inappropriate but I get it.”

      “No.” Jack suddenly straightened up in his chair and met her gaze with a sharp look. “It’s a problem. And since you matter so much to me, I’d like to help you solve it. My two cents?”

      She held her breath, meeting his eyes and glancing away. “Okay. But I can’t look you in the eye right now. Still too weird, even at my age.”

      He burst out laughing. “If you only knew what Ben and I went through when he was sixteen and thought he was ready for sex…”

      “What?”

      Jack shook his head. “Never mind. As an autonomous employee, on your own free time, you have the right to see whomever you want. Including Kyle, the supervisor. Your work at the jobsite cannot clash with your personal interest during the workday. But when the job is done? Nothing should stop you two from pursuing each other to see what’s possible.”

      “He’ll return to the Seattle area where his company is based and resume his previous life.”

      “Oh? Hell. Are you doing okay at keeping things separate?”

      “Probably not that good.”

      “You have enough time on this job to account for your own standards. Correct? I mean you’ve already proven you can pull your own weight. So maybe concentrate only on that and ignore any thoughts that are different.”

      “Yes, but even you had some thoughts about it. Even you wondered…”

      “Okay. I wondered. Doesn’t mean anyone else does. They probably think you two met onsite and there’s no need to change their minds, right? If you both act ordinary, most likely no one will ever know. If they do find out? Deal with it. Stand proud of the skills you know you bring to that job. Stick to the facts and ignore the rest. Maybe that’s how true equality happens. Don’t worry about being seen in a different way, just stand tall and handle it.”

      “So… are you suggesting I go for it? Despite what all the others might think?”

      “Well… yes. When have you ever cared about other peoples’ opinions? If others think you’re a broke artist, wasting your time, you could swiftly dispel that by claiming your past success. You don’t. You don’t dignify the wrong assumptions with an explanation or waffle in your purpose. You can apply that exact same life skill to this. You have the ability to choose not only whom you date but also when and where.”

      “You’re right. Oh, my God, Dad, you’re so right. How could I not see that correlation?”

      He tipped his head and gave her a winning grin. “Sometimes your old man can still be relevant.”

      She slipped her hand across the table to hold his. “You’re always relevant to me.”

      He squeezed her hand and said, “So tell me something… what’s next for you?”

      Biting her lip, she nodded. “Okay. The truth? I’m becoming more intrigued with house design and construction. I’m getting good at it. I enjoy designing them on paper and physically building them per the specs. I’ve been thinking of starting up a business. Obviously, I need an architect and structural engineer to create the actual plans, but I know I can assist with the process by rooting out what the clients really want. There are countless programs for interior design that present different types of floor plans and details so people can see if they like them. I can draw up the plans and effectively use the programs to highlight the different details, colors, etc. I can customize the client’s space and make it exactly what they want. All the things they don’t fully realize until they see the wide array of choices. I could translate exactly what they want to a licensed architect and explain the end result they desire, and the architect can fill in all the stuff I can’t. Then I can oversee the building of it. I’d already know the house plans, in and out, since I helped design them. I’d oversee and manage it throughout the construction. I’d be doing what Kyle does for the entire jobsite. But mine would be a smaller version, just one house at a time. Custom house design and construction.” She swiped a glob of ketchup onto her last fry and popped it into her mouth to punctuate the end of her narrative.

      Jack’s mouth hung open and her dad stared at her without speaking. “You-you want to be a house builder? Is that what this summer is all about?”

      She nodded, still chewing. Swallowing the mouthful, she added, “Yes, I figured the more experience I can get in all the different aspects of construction, the better I can visualize it in my mind’s eye. By individually incorporating all the necessary utilities and safety measures, like HVAC, electrical, plumbing, and framing, I can create the entire product—a customized house.”

      “I’m stunned. You plan to start a small business? This…” Jack sat back and his words trailed off.

      She shrugged. “I know it’s not a very novel idea. And not too noble. A custom house means the customers I’m attracting need to have enough money to afford it. It’s not part of the affordable housing that Humbolt is building in this area.”

      Jack tilted his head. “You don’t have to start out with a charitable purpose. If you’re good at something or it calls to you for some reason, what the hell? Starting your own business is pretty amazing. But what about your art career? How does that fit in?” She’d eaten all of her lunch, so she listened quietly to her dad as he answered his own question. “It’s just another facet of what you do, huh? That’s the point. You can be an artist and a business owner and a custom home builder. All in one. The point is, you will honestly be you.”

      “Do you think it sounds weird?”

      Jack shook his head. “No. I think it sounds very ambitious and difficult. I’m glad to see how you are growing and expanding your skill set to see what you can do. And instead of just talking about it idly, you actually intend to start physically building houses. I think it’s more than amazing, Mel, and whenever you’re ready, let us know. We will be glad to help you. We will invest in you because we want to support your latest venture.”

      “I don’t need—”

      “Mel, please understand that we want to. We’re so proud of you. And even if you don’t need us, we’d love to be part of something you’re doing, simply to endorse you and your hard effort.”

      She gave him a chagrinned glance. “I get that. I—”

      “You are a fiercely independent soul and I applaud that, but we simply like to hang out with you. So please consider that too.”

      Throwing her head back, she nodded. “I know. I’m too much sometimes…”

      “Never. Not at all. You’re awesome and we want to spend more time with and around you.”

      “Even if I date the boss?”

      “If you choose to do that? Of course.” Jack put his fist out and she bumped her fist with his as they exchanged happy grins. “I will even be nice to him when you finally bring him around to meet us.”

      “Promise? If I do?”

      “If you do. Mel. I’ve never seen you act so squirrely around anyone for any reason. So the question isn’t if, but when. When you two are ready to roll and can figure out whatever is holding you back, don’t let the bullshit of an arbitrary line that forbids the boss from dating his employee stop you. At least, don’t let anyone tell you what to do with your personal time.”

      “How should I proceed then?”

      “As if it’s something much deeper than that.”

      Her brow wrinkled and her nostrils flared as she said with a tinge of disgust, “Do you think I have some kind of emotional fear of commitment?”

      “Or a block.” Jack nodded. “I do. Otherwise, you’d be having exactly the kind of relationship you want to have with him.”

      She evil-eyed him. “You must realize how weird it sounds for you to tell me to have an affair with my boss. Not the advice most dads give to their daughters who choose to work on an all-male construction site.”

      “You chose to be there because you deserve to be. I don’t think anyone’s opinion can sway you. Maybe on the surface, but not for real. You get over public opinions pretty quickly. It just indicates that maybe there is a deeper reason for your hesitation. And your squirrelly behavior. Never seen you act like that before.”

      “That’s a weird word to call me.”

      “But it’s accurate to what I see. Can you blame me?”

      Melanie turned grumpy now that her father, of all people, noticed her odd reaction to Kyle and she shrugged. “Most parents would be proud that I chose not to sleep with my boss.”

      “Quit pretending that you’re like any other person on this earth. Because you aren’t.”

      “Ugh. Quit knowing me.”

      “Never.”

      It was hard for Melanie not to smile as her love for her favorite person filled her chest. “Tell me, how did Clover take to the new treatment?”

      Jack laughed and said, “Fine. I’ll take the hint and change the subject. Just know that we love and support you. And as for Clover, she is responding quite well, so we plan to move her to the arena…”
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        * * *

      

      When Jack dropped Melanie off at the construction site, she gave his weathered cheek a kiss and started walking down the road. Kyle stepped out of one of the other homes and noticed her, so he lifted his hand in a wave. She stopped dead, placing her hands on her hips and frowning at him. She wondered, am I acting squirrelly now?

      Her heart began to race… Why? Because of a man in the distance? A man she had sex with but really didn’t know? The chemistry and feelings flooded her. Their connection was based on his looks. But Melanie knew plenty of handsomer men and hotter women. Sexual attraction came in all forms and genders. But it never lasted this long or made her so uncomfortable. In fact, it was quite the opposite, Melanie was very secure in her sexuality and her views of sex in general. But even her dad noticed something was different about her now. Squirrelly? Jack was unsure what it was, their sexual chemistry, but he knew something was different whenever she was with Kyle.

      And God damn it, he was right. Kyle captivated her as he strode closer. “Everything okay?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you have a nice lunch?”

      “Yes.”

      He gave her a long, searching look and then nodded. “Okay… then I guess I’ll let you get back to it.”

      “Sure. Right, boss.”

      He started to leave but turned back with a frown when she called him boss. “Melanie? Did your dad get angry at you… for anything? I wasn’t sure if you and he were close enough to talk about that or if it was appropriate.”

      “My dad and I? No, I mean yes, but it’s all fine.”

      Lifting his hands to his waist with his elbows out, he stated, “But you don’t seem.”

      “I’m fine. Just fine. I’d better get back to it.” She smiled to normalize her odd behavior and her reaction to him.

      She felt his gaze drilling into her as well as his confusion.

      But that didn’t stop his confusion from fully engulfing her.
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      A FEW WEEKS LATER, Kyle was inspecting Brooks and Julio’s work on a house at the south end. The inspector was scheduled to take a look tomorrow. Kyle nodded and turned to leave but reconsidered. For the first time since they started working together, or rather, Melanie started working for him, she could not concentrate on her work because her boss occupied her every thought.

      She stared at his lips, studying the way they separated, and the adorable way his teeth nipped his lower lip for barely a second. The crinkle in his eyes when a certain smile appeared. The way he shifted his weight to the right and left, tapping a finger absently on his thigh when he examined something on the iPad. When he glanced toward the building where Brooks pointed, Melanie almost felt guilty. She should have cared more about the job. She should have gone over there to see what the problem was. But her freaking attention was devoted to watching Kyle. That was it. She could not take him in often enough. She ached to inhale his entire demeanor.

      Kyle started nodding and agreed about something before Brooks and Julio turned and started talking loudly. Their voices carried as they sauntered together down the future paved driveway. Kyle noticed Melanie and his gaze zeroed in on her. She was all but hidden in the small guest bathroom on the first floor.

      “Hey. I didn’t realize you were still here.”

      “Yeah. Just finishing the cut-in for the bathroom sink. Ready for inspection?”

      He nodded and slid the iPad into its holder, placing it on a stub-wall nearby where a stack of paperwork awaited him. “Yeah. I believe so. I can always count on this team to have it in aces. You guys are my best shot.”

      He came closer, his eyes crinkling as he zoned directly into her eyes. Something strange and warm began to bubble and percolate inside her guts. She was dying to say something flirty and seductive like his inspection of her could begin now, or some such drivel, but her tongue got thick and heavy, and she was too fearful to suggest any kind of double entendre.

      Why? They often interacted, almost on a daily basis with plenty of people around them. Or not. Occasionally, however, they found themselves all alone, like now. Their eyes frequently met in large groups too, and they exchanged understanding smiles. They usually shared the same thoughts, which they easily conveyed to each other without any words.

      He stepped closer and set a hand on the door casing that she nailed into place a few weeks ago. His hand rested above her eye level. He was so close now. Her nostrils flared when she inhaled him. The faint scent of deodorant and the strong soapy scent of a super clean male. She fought the urge to lean forward and bury her face in his chest just to get a good sniff. No. Not the boss. Kyle was officially the head honcho. And she was at work.

      Melanie checked off the punch list one last time before the inspection. The routine was part of the system that Kyle instigated. This vital process managed to catch several errors in the past before the inspectors arrived. Kyle received a generous fanfare and lots of attaboys from the upper management, as well as groans of annoyance from the front-line workers. Why? Because it translated to more busywork. Checking the tedious list of things that were typically missed before inspections raised the odds of passing the first inspection. Kyle set a record for having so many successful ones.

      Of course, he did.

      Melanie snorted just thinking about it.

      “Your punch list system is stupid.”

      “It’s very effective and reduces our oversights, be they big or small.”

      Mel stiffened as she pulled herself up to her full, if pathetic, height and smiled. But damn. Her smile looked more like a smug grin. “It’s so ridiculously tedious. And you sound like the standard front man boss if I ever heard one. Toe the line. No wonder you’re making the big bucks.”

      “Yep. Hell, yes. No wonder you’re not. The reason for so many checks and balances is to make sure things are done right. We do not want to be associated with sham contractors, like the ones you see on investigative exposés for their shady craftsmanship and shoddy building practices. Once, a roof wasn’t installed right and the entire thing had to be redone, including the sheeting, which also had to be replaced after only five years. That was the last one I witnessed. I refuse to be a builder like that. My name can’t be associated with that kind of incompetence. People spend their hard-earned money and take out loans they have to repay for decades. They raise families and have kids and parties and pets and friends in the structures we build for them. The best gift for anyone is to live in their own home. Of course, I have to insist it’s all done as best as is humanly possible and without any stupid omissions, errors or mistakes. Every single thing we do here at this construction site will eventually affect people. It changes their lives and improves them in real ways. I never take that responsibility lightly. Neither should you.”

      Startled by his long explanation, Mel could only blink at him.

      He sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Too preachy? You’re maybe the fifth person to grumble at me today and now I’m feeling grumpy.”

      It was hard not to smile. She tilted her head down to avoid letting him see her amusement at his grumpy comment. “No. I’m glad you told me. I’ve never thought about the reason for a punch list re-check. Now the process makes more sense than before.”

      He glanced down and saw the list in her hands before looking back up to her face. Blinking, she licked her lips. “Kyle, I’ll never laugh at it again. Or your processes. You do so much more and it makes you exceptional. I was shortsighted when I failed to understand that.”

      His smile started to fade as he listened to her praise. Hers also vanished a few moments ago when she heard the serious tone in what he said.

      “Preachy and a little high-handed.”

      “More like a pep talk to strive for integrity and excellence,” she quipped but her chest suddenly felt heavily congested. He leaned closer and slid his foot a few inches nearer while their eyes held and locked. Something hot shone in his gaze, and Mel was sure hers mirrored his.

      Who made the first move? They were talking and staring and smiling until he got serious. All at once, he grabbed her and encircled his arms around her. Planting his hands on her waist, his mouth zeroed in on hers. Their lips touched and they melted together as soft sighs of pleasure escaped from her mouth into his. The kiss was hurried yet tender. He towered over her and she loved it when he tucked her closer to him.

      On and on they kissed and hugged, both too happy to move.

      When he groaned, she stepped back, and he came after her. They slipped around the door jamb so if anyone entered the lower floor, they would remain unseen. Hidden from view now, their kisses changed from tender, tentative and sweet to joyful, lusty and hot. The torrid smash of lips, tongue and clacking teeth was quite a sight. Their sighs could have become deep, hot groans but they managed to keep them shushed and restrained.

      Despite the hot, sensual haze, she knew they were partially visible, even if they were inside the shell of a building. They were still very much out in the open. Brooks and Julio, as well as others, might be wandering around.

      They were at a jobsite.  She was an employee and he was her supervisor. Had she lost her mind?

      Possibly. He pushed her onto the flat, rough surface of the framed-in counter behind her. Melanie set and nailed this particular counter, which made it even hotter to her. Her knees were buckling with desire. Her insides fired up and she relished the aching pains. She loved it when he towered over her. He held her against the wall, half supporting her, and her leg was wrapped over his. Their fiery centers strained to touch each other. And the kisses they shared became much more intimate.

      Their tongues wrapped around each other and he shifted around her waist until their middles were touching before he started grinding her through their jeans.

      She moaned into his mouth and his tongue responded, fully engulfing her mouth.

      He moved his hands to the front of her jeans. There wasn’t much wiggle room with her belt and zipper closed and buckled. She was slightly shocked when his warm, rough fingers were suddenly dipping right into her wet, hot waiting center. She didn’t expect that. Much less, the intense satisfaction it created.

      She was on fire, wet and hot all at once. Aching and in eager anticipation for his flesh. Oh, those fingers of his. He slid two fingers in and out. Then he did it again. Her head fell back and thumped on the wooden frame behind her. She exposed her neck to him and shut her eyes, concentrating on his deft fingers inside her. Melanie needed and wanted more. So much more.

      She craved something harder and thicker and fuller… As she began imagining it, her hips automatically slid back and forth against the pressure that he generated.

      Light flashes appeared behind her eyelids and a flood of wonderful sensations warmed her. There was nothing tender in his fingers or the rhythm of her responding hips. It was hot, sweaty, hurried, and kind of wrong but so titillating that her need for more made her grab his jeans.

      Her hands were shaking as she finally got his belt and top button undone, sliding his zipper halfway down until she could reach inside and pull him out. His head fell on hers and his hot breath touched the side of her face. “Fuck, Melanie…” he muttered as her hand gripped him firmly.

      He released her and clumsily worked on her pants, pulling them down far enough to expose her. She almost squealed with relief when his big hands grabbed her small ass and shoved her towards his straining dick. It was ready, hard and eagerly waiting. He turned her around and pressed her unceremoniously against the cut-out for a countertop behind her.

      His hands slid down her bare ass and he paused a moment. The reverence of his touch indicated he was appreciating the view, never mind how awkward and unladylike she was. And then he filled her up completely. He was so hot and hard. Being shoved forward, Melanie had to grip the edge of the counter to keep herself upright. She planted her feet and pushed back against him as hard as she could. She strove to engulf him as deeply and fully as possible. They could have been in a wrestling match the way he was pushing her forward while she reared back. Melanie looked like the winner when her intense, hot, budding orgasm was mere moments from exploding inside her.

      He savored her lovely wetness and the hot folds of her core that sheathed and fervently received him. He gripped her hips and placed his hands on her bare butt as he did it again. Then again. In and out, faster and harder. He thrilled her and she had to bite her lip to keep the sounds muffled with each push and pull. It was too much to resist. The delicious pounding from him repeated over and over until her brain nearly exploded. His knowledge of her body amazed her and she surrendered her mind, body and soul to him.

      With one last shove deep inside her, it ended.

      Their hot breaths mingled. He began moving to free himself and grabbed her waist, turning her around and pulling her closer to him. She could only stare at him. Both parties were heaving to breathe and their eyes were wide with contentment.

      Glancing down, she quickly grabbed her pants and Kyle did the same. They faced each other a moment later. Any evidence of their act was now hidden.

      Just in case anyone walked in.

      Kyle stepped forward and grabbed her in his arms. She snuggled into the warm chest she dreamed of burying her face into, and now she could and did.

      Kyle held her and rubbed her back. He peppered kisses on her head and forehead. The difference in the intensity from moments ago when they were so hot, heaving, and kind of dirty, to this affectionate tenderness threw Mel off balance. No words were uttered. Neither of them were ashamed for what they did or where they did it. Yes, it was totally inappropriate. And at any time, they could have been observed by Brooks, Julio or anyone else really. That would have been a terribly compromising eyeful. Nothing was said by either one. No words were necessary.

      Not even to justify the power imbalance. Or the violation of their policy to stay neutral at work. Now what?

      He held her tightly, rubbing her shoulders and hair. He caressed her sides and back.

      “Yo… Mel? You still in here?” Brooks inquired.

      Startled at the unexpected visitor, they both jumped back. Melanie swallowed, her gaze glued to Kyle as she answered in a trembling voice. She only hoped Brooks would not detect her uneasiness when she replied, “Um… yes. I’m still here. Just finishing up. Give me a sec.”

      “Okay.”

      Shoving Kyle into the corner of the small room, her eyes pleaded frantically for him to stay put. Kyle could not be seen with her. Otherwise… well, the obvious might be assumed. Or not. Perhaps her guilt was the real culprit. They shared the guilt. Kyle nodded his compliance as he leaned forward. Glancing down, she realized he knocked his iPad and papers off the stub-wall in the heat of the moment.

      Mel was still recovering from her shock and awe. They had sex on the job. And did it doggy-style. Here in a public place. The thrill Mel felt was incomprehensible.

      Holy shit. Now what? As edgy as she was when she was younger, this was pretty out there, even for her. She never mixed up work with sex. Business and pleasure were always separate, and she never dallied in pleasure at work. Too many guys were around.

      Kyle flipped the dynamics on the job upside-down and here they were.

      Rushing out, she grabbed her hard hat and raced around the side of the building. She ignored Kyle’s semen, which was streaming down her leg after having unprotected sex. She could not get over the electrifying buzz she felt knowing Kyle was deep inside her only minutes ago. Minutes! And the absence of words was intriguing. She had no idea what that meant. The boss and the employee did it at work.

      Mel scampered up the ladder. The combination of her sweat, his semen and so much sawdust on her skin, made Melanie eager for a hot shower and change of clothes, but that would have to wait for now.
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      KYLE LEANED AGAINST THE unfinished counter he just bent Melanie Rydell over to have sex with her. There was no mirror to reflect his indiscretion or make him stare in horror and judgment at himself for what he’d just done.

      He had no excuse. No explanation. Not even the words to articulate it. He had no idea it would happen. None at all. He was there to do a cursory pre-check before the state inspector came out. No big deal. Nothing of any consequence. Brooks and Julio were buying more lumber for a quick fix they still had to do, and then… Melanie.

      He found her in the small guest bathroom. Her smile was so welcoming and friendly, flirty even. She drew him like a magnet. He wanted nothing more at that moment than to know why she was smiling. When he learned it was due to her annoyance at one of his procedures, he didn’t frown or get mad, he laughed. She was always honest, and he loved that.

      She liked hearing his reasons for it. And she commented on his integrity. He liked hers too.

      Integrity should have stopped this from happening. For both of them.

      Crap. Shit. Damn.

      He was so wrong to kiss her. But he could not ignore her big eyes that stared up at him dreamily, and her plump lips seemed so warm and kissable. Just one touch was all he had in mind. One, maybe two… But as soon as she was in his arms, she felt so right. So small and sweet, yet tough and strong. He had to feel more of her. Her heat. Her goodness. Her intimate core. Everything about her was so unique, Melanie and Eleanor, and when he touched her, he had no doubt it was all wrong.

      But it felt so fucking right.

      He shook his head. He’d done the wrong thing plenty of times before. He was well aware of his past mistakes. But doing this? At work? When anyone on the jobsite could have walked in? He feared for Melanie’s reputation, since she would be the one to take the hit. She could be ruined maybe. He wasn’t sure but he hated the idea of slandering her in any way. She was an outstanding worker and good at everything she did. Having sex with him had no bearing on her workmanship.

      Kyle felt more enamored of her than usual. His attempts to ignore her and pretend they didn’t have chemistry had obviously not worked. Now what? When she rushed out to talk to Brooks, Kyle knew she would. As she should.

      Hearing her voice now caused a visceral reaction inside him.

      Kyle glanced outside and was pleased to find no one around. He stealthily slinked out of the framed house to escape the situation and the chance of stirring up any suspicion of wrongdoing.

      Traversing the road, he shuddered with self-doubt. What would he say to her? How could he make this right? What if…? Oh, crap. What if she felt pressured by him? And couldn’t say no? What if his overtures were unwanted? And never mind that it was unprotected sex. He’d never, ever messed up like that before… What the hell happened?

      Lacking any words or explanation, Kyle was slightly miffed. The position he now found himself in stunned him.

      But there were no excuses. He shuffled back to his desk, his mind spinning. Taking a deep breath, he tried to decide how to proceed. Suddenly, Emanuel rushed in with a problem. Kyle happily addressed the electrical tie-in on lot C, enthusiastically ready to solve it if only to distract him from his gut-churning nerves and anger at himself.

      Of course, he had to eventually tackle his imprudence with Mel and sooner was better than later. Now. She deserved an explanation and so much more.

      So much more than he could fathom.

      Crap.

      He liked her so damn much too. His rash decision to surrender to his lusty impulse did not reflect his true respect and growing affection for her.

      Kyle got involved with Emanuel’s crew, who worked at the opposite end of the site from Melanie. When it was quitting time, most of the men were leaving, and he ran back to the other side of the site. Please don’t let her be gone!

      He caught her entering the parking lot. “Melanie!” he called out loudly. Three people turned at his deep voice, including Melanie. She twirled around and appeared a bit weary… and indifferent.

      Yep, as if the awkwardness wasn’t already unbearable. Kyle stopped before her, bending over to catch his breath and asking, “Can I… can we… talk?”

      “I just want to go home right now. I’m hot and tired and… well…” Her eyes looked away. “I need a hot shower.”

      “Right. I understand, but maybe could you spare me a minute?”

      He glanced over at John Black who was passing just then. John waved and said, “Hey, Kyle, can I get next Monday off? Got a doc’s appointment and my wife wants me to do some chores afterwards, so I hoped—”

      “Fine. Take it, no problem.”

      Kyle didn’t even cast a glance at John. Melanie rolled her eyes and John said, “Great. Thanks. Being inspection day, I was worried you might be shorthanded.”

      Startled at his remark, Kyle finally looked at John. Yes, that was true. Crap. He shouldn’t have let John take the day off when everyone else was already tied up and busy. He decided he’d have to do John’s job. “No, it’s fine,” Kyle said as he turned back to Melanie to address the real problem in his life. “Melanie? Please? Just a moment?”

      She tightened her mouth. John was already getting into his car to leave. Turning to Kyle, she said, “You didn’t mean to give him the day off.”

      “No. I was distracted by you. Please, can we talk now?”

      Melanie’s mouth was pursed but she nodded and fell into step with him. Neither dared to speak. He opened the door to the shack and waved for her to enter. Rolling her eyes, she went inside and quickly flipped around. Kyle locked the door and Melanie’s eyes met his.

      “See? You can’t do it. You can’t treat me as just another worker, as if I’m not a woman. You don’t open this door for anyone else. Or get so distracted you let a guy milk you for a vacation day that you can’t afford.”

      Kyle rubbed his hand through his hair, tossing his head and nodding in agreement. “No. Obviously, I am incapable of treating you as just another worker. Which seems pretty tame when compared to what just happened. Bending you over a counter and fucking you with so many other people still walking around. It wasn’t even after hours. Shit, Melanie. We can’t keep pretending we’re just working together. I’ve been trying for weeks to get there, but I simply can’t… Hell, I can’t with you.

      “When you’re near me, I can only stare at you. I can’t help myself; I want to see what you’re doing. Every goddamned thing about you interests me. I can’t freaking breathe normally when you’re nearby. You can get mad, and yell, or scream, and hate me, but for what it’s worth, I am hopelessly interested, attracted, and totally beguiled by you.”

      She set her hands on her hips as she listened to him and her look was long and deep when she replied, “You are?”

      “I am.” He finally spoke in a calmer, lower voice. “I can’t stop myself. I don’t think I want to. I imagine going out with you and seeing you all the time. Like normal couples. Not just on a fantasy weekend where we don’t use our real names and nothing else is real, either. I don’t like the idea that we have to sneak around and have sex in a public place like it’s some sort of fetish or addiction. It’s not that at all, not for me, although I can’t say for you. When I am near you, all of my senses go off at once. I’m always reacting to your presence whether I like it or not. I’m always wanting you. I just want to make it more normal. Why can’t we be like everyone else? Why can’t we go out? Why can’t I meet your family so your father doesn’t think I’m a gross horndog sexually harassing his employee? Why can’t I just date you?”

      Her eyes bugged out and she stepped back, looking shocked. Disgruntled at her reaction, he snapped, “This shocks you? This makes you recoil with disgust? It’s not as if I just asked you to come to an orgy with ten other men. Dating shocks you? Asking you out on a proper date where we use each other’s real names is so awful? Having sex in an unfinished house, well, sure, that’s fine, whatever, but standard dating procedure is what offends you?” He laughed bitterly and rubbed his head again. “You got me there, Melanie; I don’t know what to do. I really don’t know you after all but I’d sure fucking like to know you.”

      She bit her lower lip. “That was a mouthful you just said. Of course, the sex we had surprised me. I mean, contrary to what you might think, I’m not an exhibitionist. I don’t have fetishes either and I’m actually pretty tame when it comes to sex. I’m not offended in the least. I just don’t know what I want anymore. Having you for my supervisor really disturbs me and I haven’t been able to shake it. But I can’t shake whatever is happening between us—”

      “I know. I can’t, either.” He turned and sat on the edge of the table. “So what do you want to do about it? I want to try it for real. Be normal about it. But I can’t make you want that. I understand the power structure at work makes it harder for you. And we have to be professional here—”

      “But you aren’t! You open doors for me and constantly eye me up. You smile like you’re eating me up and then talk to me with courtesy and respect. The guys all notice. They laugh it off now, teasing that you might have a crush on me. That’s why I try so hard to keep it separate.”

      “Today you couldn’t keep it separate.” He sighed. “Look, I’m sorry for what happened today. That went way beyond my expectations and surprised me too and—”

      “Oh, for God’s sake. I was there, remember? And it was consensual. No apologies necessary. The feelings and hormones we try so hard not to indulge became too overwhelming. Don’t apologize for sex that I initiated.”

      He rubbed between his eyes at a pressure point that seemed to be growing more intense. “Okay. I appreciate that. But since we are still working together, what do we do?”

      “We… I don’t know. I’m tired and dirty and all I want right now is a shower and—?”

      “We also had unprotected sex,” Kyle added after some hesitation. That was the guts of what he really needed to bring up.

      “I’ve been on birth control since I was sixteen.”

      Kyle’s wave of relief nearly bowled him over and he almost bent down in prayer. “Really? That’s excellent. But it never should have happened so carelessly. I’m sorry about that part.”

      “No. Maybe not. But—”

      “Melanie, don’t you see? It will keep happening. There is something strong between us. Why won’t you simply go on a date with me?”

      Her head shook. “Not yet. I just need more time. To make this feel right.”

      He got to his feet but didn’t approach her. “Time it is then.” He bit his tongue to restrain the sigh of defeat. They accomplished nothing. Other than the knowledge that she wouldn’t get pregnant from their reckless encounter. And she wasn’t mad. She called it consensual but how consensual could it be when he was her superior and the act occurred during regular business hours?

      The boundaries were getting smudged and would soon be obliterated. He did not like or approve of it. Kyle’s head and his teeth and his heart ached. His regrets were big and small. He sought a normal relationship with this small, confident dynamo who had boundless energy, strength, opinions and killer smiles. Mel had a surprising, but unique view on almost everything. Even this touchy subject. As frustrating as it was now, he found her even more fascinating.

      “And again, I’m just sorry if I pressured you at all. I don’t know how this happened today during business hours. My overtures to you as a beautiful woman that I’m trying to woo notwithstanding, I will work much harder to restrain.”

      Mel’s expression softened and she stepped closer to him. He instantly braced his entire body when a jolting ripple of surprise, stress and sexual interest overtook him. “You don’t have to be sorry. I’m more than aware of what happened. I was there and chose to stay there. You aren’t responsible for my actions. You never ogle me, but you aren’t very masterful at hiding how much you like me. Too much sometimes.”

      He almost touched her cheek when her smile made her eyes twinkle and she looked at him with serious concern. Shaking her head, she sighed, “I’m glad you like me too much sometimes. I also suffer from a lack of control occasionally. But I have to make peace in my head first.”

      He stepped back, giving her more space. “Obviously, do whatever you need and want to do. Of course.”

      She stared at him for a long moment. “I wish you were clueless, bossy and rude. I wish you were constantly ogling me and trying to control me. It would be so much easier to write you off if you were. I wouldn’t like you so damn much.”

      Melanie whipped around and left. Kyle was flabbergasted and confused. Even her positive traits were unusual. As always, with Melanie Rydell, Kyle was never sure.
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        * * *

      

      Taking her father’s advice, which still amazed her, Melanie heard Jack’s encouraging words inside her brain. Feeling bolstered with his love, she shoved her shoulders back and forced herself to take a step forward. Most everyone else was gone. Melanie was putting away her tools and cleaning up. When she locked up the equipment, she did one last sweep with her eyes of the interior of the building. She waved off Brooks and Julio, wishing them a good evening.

      Finally, all the banter subsided, and the last vehicle sounds left the jobsite. Only her vehicle and Kyle’s truck remained on the lot.

      At last.

      Maybe she should not have waited. Staying past quitting time at work, where all the reminders of her tryst with Kyle blared at her, but ignoring the obvious, was completely stupid. Pulling a long breath of air into her lungs, she bolstered her courage and started walking towards the job shack. Entering after her timid knock, she waited for Kyle to glance up from the laptop he was using. He held up a finger before tapping the keys a few more times and shutting the lid.

      “What can I do for you? Did you find another mistake? Of course, I need the report, but damn, it does entail a lot of paperwork. Not to mention the extra time and money it costs, and it makes me look bad. Still, it’s far better than having the problem pop up five years from now, which would cause far worse consequences.”

      His long-winded speech made her laugh out loud. “That was the sorriest ‘thank you for saving my ass’ speech I’ve ever heard.”

      He laughed with her. “Granted. But it’s all true. Seriously, what keeps you here so late?”

      Shoving back her shoulders, she said simply, “You.”

      “Me? Why? Something else to report? Something going on I’m not aware of?”

      Oh, yeah. Hard to get out of supervisor mode. She was the only female onsite out of twenty guys. Naturally, a minor alarm was his first guess.

      “No. No, nothing like that. Nothing work-related in fact, it’s—”

      He shifted and flopped down on his seat, interrupting her with a sigh. “It’s the inspection coming up, right? Your crew needs more time—”

      “No. Geez, I’m here to ask you out. On a date.  A proper, real date. Not a one-night-stand. Not a weekend of incognito fun. Just a date.”

      His mouth dropped open. “You thought about this?”

      She stepped closer to him, nodding slowly. “I did.”

      “And?” He tilted his head and crossed his arms over his chest.

      She snorted before she replied, “No one who works here with me could ever think I slept with the boss to get here. I kick ass at this kind of work. I’m almost to where Brooks asks for my advice. So that worry isn’t any threat to me. I have proven myself and my skills and my knowledge. My dad pointed that out to me, but it took a few weeks before I believed it. Now I’m ready to own it. I think maybe… we should explore this.”

      Head tilting, Kyle sighed. “Your dad and you have an unusual relationship. Did you two also discuss our mutual sexual attraction?”

      “Not in words, just in theory. It’s still awkward and weird for us but we muddle through it. Same as I’m trying to do with you here. Are you interested in my proposition?”

      His gaze landed on hers and he looked away. “Of course, I am. Are you sure? Do you really think this is good idea?”

      “It’s an option. I must withhold my conclusion until after we go on a date. I’ll decide but only after I weigh the pros and cons.”

      He smirked. “Touché. Good point.”

      “Always. I’m chock full of them. Now how about a date? You and me?”

      “How do you expect that to work here? We continue as usual and date each other after work?”

      “No. I want a good date. You have to pick me up. And take me to dinner. The whole enchilada. Proper and old-fashioned if you like, but I want the whole romantic experience.”

      “That’s what you really want?”

      “Yes. It’s what I need in this situation.”

      He stood up. “All right, how about this weekend? Saturday night? I’ll pick you up at seven o’clock?”

      “Seven o’clock it is,” she echoed. “Our first date.”
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        * * *

      

      “What’s your biggest fear?” Kyle asked at random.

      Mel tilted her head. “Wow. That was totally unexpected. Is this some kind of existential, what-if question?”

      He laughed, leaning back and picking up a breadstick. They were out eating dinner for their very first, traditional date. Kyle chose a small Italian café that urged them to fill up on hot, buttery breadsticks. The lasagna there was legendary for its amazing secret sauce. “Yep. Our first date is bound to be fraught with awkward silences and weird questions. But since I already know so much about you, I chose… what did you call it? An ‘existential, what-if question’? That’s not exactly it, Melanie.  But yeah. So what’s your answer?”

      “We haven’t stopped talking for half an hour. I was just chewing up a bite.”

      “Because we rock at dating. So…” His eyebrows rose.

      Smiling, she looked at the horizon from the picture window. “Okay. It sounds pretty cheesy but here goes… My biggest fear is not living life to the fullest. I dread leading a life that turns out to be nothing special. I refuse to be ordinary. Or blah. Time is too precious to waste. If I choose a career, I hope it is much better than it appears. Even if I were a stay-at-home mom, I would never want to look back and say I was ‘just’ a mom or ‘just’ a homemaker. I’d want my life to count and know that whatever I do I’m making a name for myself. I want to be unique. Amazing. Memorable. Ugh. I sound so pretentious.” She snorted derisively.

      His head shaking, Kyle set down the glass he was trying to grab an ice cube from. “Your artwork is featured on some pretty famous buildings. Murals that you painted and the statues that you sculpted are memorialized by you. Your name is the signature on all of them. Explain to me how you aren’t already unique, amazing and memorable?”

      She glanced down and grinned. Not a blush. Just a huge grin. “Yes. True facts. All true.”

      “But not enough?”

      “No. I’m not done yet. I’m just not sure what I’ll do next.”

      “After spending the summer here building houses?”

      “Something like that.” The half-smile on her face quickly faded. “And sexing up my boss on a construction site isn’t so unique or amazing. Although it’s probably memorable.”

      “I have to agree with you. Settling for a house builder, or any usual, ordinary construction worker, even if he is glorified for doing a lot of extra paperwork, seems highly unlikely.” His gaze started on her forehead and slid down her face. What was he seeing?

      Melanie was rather puzzled why Kyle seemed so suddenly smitten with her. She was mystified at the reason why she all at once seemed so unique and interesting to him. She was cute and had nice hair. But beautiful? Not particularly. She was strong, stout, wide-shouldered and wide-hipped. So unlike her mother who had porcelain skin, flawless beauty and a petite figure that caused men to fall for her. Men leapt up in droves to protect her vulnerability and sweetness.

      Not Melanie.

      She mentally examined herself. She was short, but not petite. She was tough, not sweet. She disliked riding horses and most of the rural farming chores that her family silently and stoically accepted and accomplished. Never the free-spirited artist, she was unwilling to go with the flow and preferred to let her creative streak determine her path. She was reliable, hard-working, creative, industrious and humble in the many fields she chose to enter. Strong-muscled, Melanie excelled in her endurance and confidence. Her thoughts and opinions were never far from being voiced.

      “I consider you my equal. You challenge my thoughts and arguments, even if we disagree. I don’t think you’re ordinary or typical in any endeavor.”

      She sipped her drink and stared down at the table. She felt embarrassed but still wanted to compliment him. “I don’t consider us ordinary.”

      His voice was almost soft when he replied, “Neither do I. We have such a unique, amazing and stimulating time whenever we get together.”

      “I agree that’s the truth.” She stared down at her mostly eaten dinner and pushed it away. “I’ve been thinking about this for a long time.”

      “And? Do you think this is a terrible date? Are we done? Do I have bad table manners? Something caught in my teeth?”

      “No. Maybe we should just expose our relationship. Come what may. We can keep it as generic and business-like with each other as we can both manage, but we can’t keep denying the chemistry. We can’t fight it, ignore it, contain it or conceal it. I have already proven myself to my coworkers and fuck anyone who tries to say otherwise. I think we should just be transparent now by owning it and dealing with the fallout. Unless, of course, it violates company policy? Is there a rule forbidding this?”

      He shook his head. “No. I don’t think it comes up very often because there just aren’t that many women in the trades. But an artist like you with her name on countless pieces of art and murals across several states doesn’t need to prove herself. No one is like you. No one better dare accuse you of sleeping to the top. You are already an expert in several diverse fields and trades. None of which, I might add, are related. People might well wonder why you waste your time with me.”

      “Whom do you think I should be wasting my time with?” She rolled her eyes, indicating she didn’t view herself as anything special.

      “Someone unique. Explosively different. Someone who likes to travel and be drastically independent. I can’t even start to imagine whom I would pick for you. But it’s not me. I thought so the first time you turned around to talk to me in that bar. I felt like someone just socked me in the guts. You were so…”

      “Insightful?” she offered with a small grin. Oddly enough, that made her blush to the roots of her hair. How could a simple compliment do that to her? Especially when it concerned her looks.  Kyle disarmed her and she responded by blushing. She felt very warm, and… very beautiful. Feminine too, which was something she never knew how much she wanted to feel. “Or more like opinionated? Always butting in where I don’t belong.”

      “No. More like confident. Glorious. You totally hold your own with me.” He grinned, sucking on a cube of ice before crunching it.

      “I want nothing more than that,” Melanie admitted.

      “I’m still ruminating over your plan to tell our fellow construction workers what they probably already know. You wonder why I want you? No, Melanie Rydell, the question is why would you settle for someone like me?”

      “Settle?”

      He ducked his head. “I don’t know what else to call it but settling.”

      “As in settling down?”

      “If the thought doesn’t make you feel trapped and ordinary. Alive without living. Settling is a commitment. We already know what you don’t want. A husband and two point five kids with a white picket fence around the house. Right?”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever articulated what I want. I just want my life to be awesome. Amazing. This feels like an amazing story; what’s happening to us is not ordinary. But I guess only a few people actually live out of the box. A president or Hollywood movie star perhaps? I don’t know if their personal lives matter to them. Are they secret rapists? Do they beat their wives or ruin their children’s lives? I just want to make sure my life has meaning, purpose and joy. Is having kids the only way to get that? I can’t honestly say, and I don’t know exactly how I want my life to be. I’ve never identified with the role of a wife or mother or job to only be that. Does that make sense? I can’t be stagnant. If I have any label, it is one of change and growth for all the phases of my life, if I’m lucky enough to live that long.  I like plenty of challenges and avoid all the things people call ordinary. Do you get me? I swear I don’t. I never fully know how to explain myself.”

      “I think you want your life to never stop unfolding. And you don’t want to be confined to a life with constraints, whether they are financial, marital or even maternal. But you also don’t want to fail or make promises you can’t deliver and wind up hurting someone. With all your dreams, ambition, talent, and desire for change, you’re also very kind at heart.”

      She snapped her fingers. “Yes. That’s it. I don’t want to make the wrong decision if I can’t reverse it. Or make the right decision if I can’t sustain it. I’ve been accused of being flaky and changing my life too randomly. My hair color. My clothing styles. I want to try everything out and learn who I am. What fits me best. Where is my path? I refuse to believe what others tell me and I can’t learn by observing them. I need hands-on experience in everything to know what I do and don’t want. What fits my sense of self. Does red hair, purple hair, short hair or braided hair suit me best? How can I know until I try it and see what feels right?”

      “What about no hair? Ever feel that urge? Surprised you haven’t tried that just to make sure you don’t want it.” Kyle’s grin was huge, and Mel’s heart swelled with joy. She saw the sparks in his eyes and his sense of humor pleased her. He would not have been surprised if she had shaved her head or at least, thought about doing it.

      “No. Never without any hair.”

      “Why not? What about having that ‘experience’?”

      “I’ll tell you why not. When I was twenty-six, I had a girlfriend with a rare case of breast cancer. I mean, that kind of cancer just doesn’t happen very often to women her age. She underwent chemo and radiation treatment and all that and she’s fine now. Already passed her five-year check. But when she started to lose her hair from the chemo, she decided to shave her head. And I offered to do the same with mine. When her hair started to fall out in clumps, she kept it tied up in a bun but that only lasted a week.

      “She was shocked that I’d suggest such a thing as shaving my head in solidarity with her. What did I care? Hair was so insignificant compared to the pain and anxiety of her diagnosis and treatment. To someone facing death and being so gravely ill at the tender age of twenty-five, who cared whether or not I had hair? Then I discovered something so strange. She cared. She cared very deeply, and she asked me who would do that to themselves on purpose? She had to lose her hair. Life is a bitch. No cause or reason. That’s just how it is. But I had a choice and she said she’d never forgive me if I did it. She didn’t want me to experience what she was feeling. She hated the way she felt. And her hair mattered very much to her sense of self. Being bald devastated her. She wept over it.

      “Eventually, she got used to it and was much less sensitive about it. But I can never forget how angrily she warned me not to shave my head for her. That was her badge to wear. So I never tried baldness. I know many girls shave their heads for other reasons, but that’s my reason for not doing it.” Melanie shook her head a little. “And you were teasing me. You didn’t need to hear this long, tragic story for me to make my point.”

      He set his hand on hers, tugging it until both of their hands were in the center of the table. “That is incorrect. I want to know all the stories and all the things you think about and feel. The funny little Melanie-isms that make you so… uniquely you. How else can I learn about them if you don’t share them with me? And I hope you’ll want to know mine. I want to spend more time with you. That wonderful story only illustrates your sensitivity, caring and friendship toward someone who had to live through a tough time. It wasn’t about you. You were supporting her when she most needed you and more importantly, you listened to her.”

      “I decided on this dark hair color, but my natural hair is strawberry blonde. That comes from my dad’s side. This color feels more like me. So it was my final choice. After years of trying every hair color and hairstyle under the sun, and often being mocked and ridiculed over my choices, I settled on being a brunette. When I see pictures of all the transformations, I shudder to think how many of my trials and errors were beyond cringeworthy, but how else could I know if I liked the hairstyle? Or the color? I had to experience how it felt. So I rocked the deep red color, and a tousled, short cut with a slight wave. But it was too feminine and girlie. I looked too vampish and always had to avoid attracting unwanted attention for that reason.”

      His fingers linked hers and he rubbed them, while his eyes began to memorize every feature on her face. “So this cut says you’re tough, but feminine, very capable and best of all, refreshing? Am I right, Melanie?”

      She smiled with unmasked pleasure. “You see that?”

      “I do. Not just your haircut but your whole look. You are very beautiful. But you understate and restrain it. You use makeup, but not too much. But you rock in a hard hat and, sorry, but no hair color or hairstyle matters or distracts from your volcanic hotness when you put on a tool belt and carry a nail gun.”

      She laughed out loud, tilting her head back, and shaking it. “You really mean that?”

      “I totally mean that. That’s why an unnamed worker on the jobsite ended up facing a cabinet she should not have been looking so closely at, before folding over into the sexiest, hottest and probably most unimaginable position for that setting.”

      “Please stop.” Mel blushed and barely laughed.

      “And those surprising flashes of modesty. I find you… utterly fascinating.”

      “That’s a nice description. I’m sure no one else has ever found me fascinating. Unusual. Strange. Weird. Erratic. Incomprehensible. Flaky. Should I go on? But never before has anyone called me fascinating in such a kind way. Except my parents. They always appreciate me.”

      “And you’re still very close to them,” he stated as a fact.

      “Very.”

      “And your dad wasn’t getting ready to kick my ass?”

      “Dad wondered if sleeping with the boss was something I really wanted to do. Although his words were more delicate. He treats me like an equal, and never considered me his property, or regarded my virtue as his prize. He always told me to be independent and free-thinking if I wanted to grow up to become a valuable person. He also loved and adored me as his only little girl. I am the walking definition of a Daddy’s girl. But he also told me to become a fully developed person. He said I should express my feelings, emotions, desires, wants and needs. Okay, maybe not in those words per se, but that was the gist.”

      “I think it’s pretty easy to love you and feel pride in your achievements. As an artist and skilled tradeswoman, you are one of the hardest working, practical, downright tenacious individuals I ever worked with. I think your personality draws the confidence of your family and their faith that you could succeed in any endeavor you choose. Your ambition. Your work ethic. Your tenacity. All of those assets are apparent. Not to mention your obvious joy and zest for life. I bet they know whatever path you choose, you will follow it to the very end. No matter what it looks like to others.”

      “Wow. You gleaned all that from Eleanor?” Mel smiled and her blush heated her face.

      “No, I gleaned it from many weeks of working with and supervising you.”

      “When I came home with my girlfriend, how do you think my father reacted?”

      “He, no doubt, welcomed her but only if she was good enough for his daughter.” His gaze stayed firmly on hers, both neutral and impassive. “And was she? Good enough?”

      “Yes. She was.” Mel tilted her head. “Do you have any more questions?”

      “Yes. What broke you two up? Was it you? Her? Was it bitter? What?”

      “She eventually earned her college degree and went back home on the other side of the country. I wasn’t ready to join her. Time and distance made us drift apart. Amicable split. Any other questions?”

      He held her gaze for a long pause. “No. Unless there’s anything else you want me to know.”

      “I didn’t love her. I don’t think I’ve ever fallen in love. I was attracted to her sexually, just as much as I was to you, Franklin.”

      “And what about plain, old Kyle?”

      Staring down, she smiled and answered, “Yes. Him too.”

      “Okay. As long as Kyle is included.” He didn’t look away. She passed his approval and piqued his already avid interest in her.

      “Is it strange that I could be seduced by her and other women while still finding you and other men equally attractive?”

      “No. It isn’t strange. Not as long as you remain invested in me and only me right now. If we share an intimate relationship, that is my one and only stipulation. Monogamy. No cheating. No one else but me for you and you for me.”

      Her breath came out in a whoosh. Relief flooded her. “Yes, of course. No one else. Always one partner at a time for me.”

      He held her gaze for a long, pivotal moment. Her hands clenched and became slick with sweat until she finally glanced away. “What?”

      “I also hope that what we have might become something more.”

      Her eyelids opened so wide, her eyes could have bugged out and fallen onto the table. “Kyle? Are you saying…”

      “No. Not yet. I just want both of us to agree to the possibility. And be open to it.”

      Her breath stalled and her heart beat harder. Oh. Oh, wow. “I’m open for it but I don’t think I’m ready…”

      “No, not yet. Maybe not ever. But I want to be sure that you would welcome the chance. The possibility of it happening has a better chance to develop if we both want it.”

      From across the table, she asked, “So we covered pretty much all of me, what about your family, Kyle? Where are they now? Where do you come from? How did you start working for Humbolt and end up here? Tell me everything. I know you, I think, but only on a personality level. Just the general stuff is missing, and maybe I should hear about that.”

      Lifting a fork to his mouth, Kyle seemed to freeze. Then he stared at her for a long moment, his playful expression suddenly vanishing. Lowering the fork, he said, “Yeah… of course. But could we just let it naturally come up in the conversation? I hate question-and-answer sessions like I’m taking a test. I’d rather let our time together unfold naturally as we start to learn about each other. Know what I mean?”

      Of course, she did. She nodded, smiled and agreed to let it happen. If she noticed his long hesitation and sudden unease at her initial question about his family, she ignored it. It was silly. She’d soon learn all there was to know about Kyle Wade. She just had to wait patiently and let time reveal the information. As it should.
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        * * *

      

      Date number one led to date number two, three, and four until they no longer counted them. Tradition was a reliable teacher. Dinner and a movie. Dinner and drinks. Drinks and dancing at the small local honkytonk. That was one of Melanie’s favorite dates. After a few weeks, Melanie started staying overnight in his trailer.

      They did random errands on Saturday afternoons and washed their vehicles on Tuesday nights after work. On warm evenings, they took advantage of having the river so close to the jobsite. They liked to wade or swim or picnic there.

      It was simple and life was easy. The dating was a grand success. They were finally getting to know each other. The rich conversations and inside jokes now came as easily as holding hands, kissing and sex.

      All of that went on outside of work.

      No one at work seemed interested enough to catch on. The previous stress they lived under in trying not to show their feelings for each other turned out to be useless. Once they were together outside of work, the freedom they enjoyed elevated their feelings. They were no longer simmering with lust and ready to boil over all the time. The longer they dated and allowed themselves to display their camaraderie, friendship and affection, the less frequent it slipped out during working hours.

      How ironic, Melanie often lamented. From the start, they could have openly pursued all the hot passion and romance outside of work. Then, perhaps, work wouldn’t have been so stressful for both of them.

      “We should have just gone for it.”

      He squeezed her naked butt against him as they lay in bed one morning. “It would have been much less obvious, no doubt. But at the time, we were both trying to do the right thing.”

      “And instead, we both made it ridiculously dramatic… mostly for us. No one ever found out or knew. I don’t think they did. If I’m wrong, they are remarkably uninterested and unimpressed.”

      Kissing her again, he said, “I don’t know how they manage to miss it. Every time I look at you, all I want to do is this…” Kyle showed her quite explicitly what this was, and Mel was very glad no one else knew.

      It was odd for Melanie to feel so connected to someone in private and then show up the next day, during working hours, and act completely indifferent to them. Professional demeanor. From their first date forward, there was no more sex at work. They finally managed to successfully restrain their seductive looks and flirting.

      Melanie couldn’t control the mushrooming of her strong feelings, however. New images appeared in her mind. New words drifted through her thoughts and daydreams. Things that spoke to her of a bright future… with him.

      Usually, that was enough to make Mel shudder and instantly retreat from such a reality. But still it lingered. The longer they spent together, the harder it became to ignore it.
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      “COME ON, HARDER! FASTER! Come on!” Melanie screamed at her horse. The words were lost in the wind. Her cries of joy and attempts to spur the horse racing beneath her to go even faster were useless. Melanie was really digging in too.

      Just once, Melanie wanted to outdo her cousin Violet on horseback. It never happened before. No one could beat Violet when horses were involved. Just one damn time, Melanie had to win the race. She spurred her horse on. Riding a huge mount named Trixie, the only one with any chance of beating Violet’s horse, Melanie tried her hardest. Violet’s horse always won in these competitions, but it wasn’t owing to the horse itself, but rather Violet’s uncanny horsemanship. It didn’t matter which horse Melanie’s horse-whispering cousin rode, Violet always won every contest.

      And damn. If she didn’t do it again. Violet pulled the reins to a stop and twisted her horse around. The giant grin on her face was her signal of victory and her trusty mare’s breathing made her chest move in and out in rapid succession. The finish line was the rim of the plateau they just raced across. Melanie slowed down as she crossed the finish line, naturally coming in second. There was no need for her to keep up the frenetic pace. As her mount slowed to a walk, Melanie turned her horse and approached Violet. Violet wore her usual grin of triumph.

      Melanie evil-eyed her and scowled. “I hate racing you. Why do I even bother?”

      “Well, cuzz, you probably think, maybe, just maybe, I’ll beat her this time. But the day I lose a horse race, well, crap! That’s the day you can put me out to pasture.”

      Melanie gave her a dirty look. “Couldn’t you just once take it easy and let one of us win? I mean, you beat me every single time.” Melanie wasn’t particularly skilled in horseback riding but her sheer grit and ego gave her the gumption to try once more to beat Violet. She’d clung to the reins, white-knuckled, spurring her mount forward, and barely staying on. She tried her best to match Violet’s skills, but there was never any real contest.

      Daisy Rydell arrived next, her horse’s hooves pounding furiously over the terrain, its breath steaming through its nostrils without a break until after she crossed the finish line. Daisy recently moved back to the area to start practicing law. She was living with her fiancé, Asher Reed.

      “Damn you, Melanie. I expect Violet to beat me, being Jack’s right hand and all that. But you? When did you last ride a horse? You haven’t been home in ages.”

      Melanie blew her a kiss. “About six months. It’s not your fault that the horsey genes skipped a generation. They aren’t as strong in you as they are in me.”

      “Shut up,” Daisy scowled as she mumbled, “besides, aren’t you more of the cerebral type? I mean, being an artist, no one expects you to win an equestrian competition.”

      “You didn’t win, either. And you’re not exactly athletic. What are you doing nowadays? Sitting in your office, enacting new laws?”

      “Are you attempting to compare my well-respected vocation to your career as a starving artist?” Daisy retorted. Seeing nothing but smiles on her face, Melanie ignored her mean words. They always ribbed each other when they got together.

      All the cousins were gathered back home for Daisy and Asher’s wedding. It worked out well for Melanie, who was already working there for the summer.

      Daisy often made fun of Melanie’s lifestyle as an artist. Especially now that she was a respected attorney. “You’re right about that. I just inherited all the professional talent of the family.”

      More scowls from Melanie. Violet and Daisy’s oldest sister, Rose, rode up beside them next. She was also in town, visiting from the East Coast where she and her husband Mateo lived. The reunion of Melanie and her cousins, who were all four sisters, being in one place together at the same time was a rarity nowadays.

      Not only them, but plenty of second cousins and cousins-once-removed. All were there to attend the wedding. Rose was an adept rider, although she neither loved nor hated it, and habitually rode horses throughout her childhood on the ranch.

      Behind Rose was their cousin-once-removed, Lillian. Lillian was Melanie’s niece. She rode rather well but never recklessly. She restrained her horse from a full gallop unlike Violet, Daisy and Melanie who loved to gallop across the prairie.

      Bringing up the rear and walking her horse, of course, was Iris. She was the other sister of Daisy, Violet and Rose. Being a gear-head, Iris ran her own mechanic shop and detested riding horses. The only thing that convinced her to ride one today was the chance to join her favorite women who were finally all home at the same time. Being about the same age, the women ranged from Rose’s thirty-five years (the oldest), to Daisy’s twenty-eight years (the youngest).

      Iris was sitting awkwardly on the horse while scowling at all of them.

      “I hate you guys,” Iris snarled before she all but launched herself off her mount.

      Violet followed her and snickered. “You move like a robot. Lord, Iris, how can you be so anti-horse and still call yourself a Rydell?”

      “Because Shane is my father. He gets me.” She snorted her disdain without a smile, limping stiffly as if her backside hurt. They all got off their horses. Violet, Daisy and Rose took a moment to set the horses’ front legs in hobbles before allowing them to graze nearby. Melanie grabbed the saddle bags and began to set up their small picnic.

      Taking out a sweatshirt, Melanie spread it out to serve as her seat on the long, dry grass. Her cousins and niece followed her lead.

      They were high above the Rydell River Ranch. Directly below was a spot everyone in her family referred to as “The Horn.” It was a high, steep climb even on horseback, and no one ever attempted it on foot. No wonder Iris kept swearing at them under her breath. They usually crossed the Horn from one side, but this time, they took the longer route. That meant climbing up the steep backside of the mountain to the top.

      The racing happened during the last mile across the flat prairie, which was covered in grasses. They reached the highest point and took in the magnificent view for many miles. They sat and stared down, since it was almost impossible to fully take in.

      Being raised in the Rydell River Valley, Melanie was used to the rumpled mountains that twisted and intertwined for miles on end as far as the eye could see. The peaks of the glacier-topped Cascades marked the end of it. Countless creeks, trees, grasslands, and mountains coexisted up here, but the rest of the setting was much more intense than where they grew up.

      The wind blew harder here, separating the grasses and dry sage and making the view sharper, starker, and clearer. They all stared down the mountain that ended at River Road, the only street that terminated at their family ranch.

      The mountains were peppered with pine trees, huge rocks and boulders, and many different grasses that were dried and wispy from the hot sun. The mountains went on forever, seeming to fold and twist and rise on their own. All the bumps and ridges and plateaus were sculpted by the weather and time.

      Melanie loved the views and her sense of infinity up there. Everything below them, the people, the valley and the town of River’s End were clearly visible, but very small, like pebbles in a stream.

      The river was no more than a line of blue and silver, twisting this way and that. The hot, burning sun and absence of rain left the terrain dry and brittle, a definite wildfire hazard, but Melanie found it exquisitely beautiful. She loved the views of every season there. The snow-capped winter mountains, the vivid blaze of autumn foliage and cooler but pleasant temperatures, and the fresh green buds of spring.

      She loved all of it. The hot summer was just as bright and bold as she remembered.

      Her fondest memories of growing up as a Rydell in the Rydell River Valley were playing along the banks of the river and being surrounded by her family and cousins on the ranch. Any outsiders might have been jealous or annoyed by so many Rydells in one place, but not Melanie. The ranch gave her an identity that was respected and celebrated. Her greatest joys were found on the ranch. It was her nirvana. She could not imagine a better place to be raised.

      Endless space to run and play. A river to swim and wade in. Horses to ride for fun and develop skills. There was no end to the recreation and activities no matter the weather.

      Melanie was always busy doing something whether it was burning hot or bitterly cold. It was a place where she could feel young, wild and free. Everyone loved growing up in River’s End. But no one, perhaps, as much as Melanie.

      Flopping down, she methodically pulled out all the items they packed from the various saddlebags. The wine, plastic glasses and food traveled well in their saddle bags, after being wrapped up in their coats for extra padding. No breakage.

      Violet tossed out the tin of cookies. Melanie found the Tupperware filled with potato chips, while Iris cut the veggies. Lillian handed out the apples, and Rose was in charge of the dried fruits which she allotted to everyone. Daisy gave all the girls a generous piece of the chocolate bar. And voila! The girls’ impromptu party on top of the mountain was complete.

      Settling in, they poured the wine, and clicked their plastic glasses together in a toast. They then grinned and sipped, sitting comfortably on their make-shift seats.

      “Do you think anyone down there knows what we’re doing?” Melanie wondered. Glancing around, she rolled her eyes. “Wait. What was I thinking? As the only single gal, I have no significant other to tell. Let me guess, Gage, Mateo and Quinn have to know. Lillian must have told Matt too so I’m guessing they all know where we are and what we’re doing.”

      Gage was married to Violet, and they were raising his daughter, Andy, together. Andy was more like Violet’s prodigy. Her stepmother was also her friend, and they shared a warm, wonderful, nurturing relationship that wasn’t typical of late-in-life stepmothers, which Violet was to her.

      Rose married Mateo Alvarez and they lived on the east coast where Mateo recently earned his doctorate. He was currently researching cures for brain cancer. Not exactly the average job in Rydell River Valley. Rose was hard-pressed to keep any secrets.

      Violet also nodded with a grin, but Iris said, “Fuck no. I know how to keep a secret.”

      Lillian shrugged. “Well, Matt didn’t know about his son for six years, so we agreed not to keep things from each other anymore.”

      Lillian got pregnant from a one-night-stand. Neither she nor the father exchanged any vital information. She raised Benny alone until he was six years old. That was when Matt showed up on the ranch one day. He came there simply to visit Lillian, never expecting her to have a child by him. They worked it all out though and he now lived with them on the ranch.

      “Wasn’t it Matt who called our quaint family cult-like?” Daisy snickered, tilting back her plastic cup.

      Lillian snorted. “Matt didn’t know what to make of this place for the first few days. He thought we were all odd. Everything here had the Rydell name on it, including the valley. I think he thought we were a cult or a commune until he got to know us better.”

      “We are a close bunch,” Rose added.

      “That’s why we have to make sure everyone is healthy and happy. Boundaries are a good way to ensure that. A family this big and this close requires definite boundaries,” Violet chirped.

      “We are very close,” Iris added. “Quinn was almost orphaned as an adult, so he really dug the whole family thing. People who don’t have strong family ties consider what we have a gift.”

      Daisy gulped down some wine. “Can you imagine someone marrying into it? I mean, I have to applaud anyone who dares to join the Rydell clan. Being raised in it, well, naturally it seems normal. But when you leave here and reflect on it, or share your experiences with others outside the valley, where we still own the land and have several generations who still live and work on it? They look at you like you come from Mars,” Daisy opined. She left the valley to go to school and worked on the East Coast for a while and then in Chicago.

      Melanie understood her point. Over the years, when Melanie spoke to strangers about her family, both her nuclear family and more distant relatives, it was sometimes treated as a point of almost amusement for some of the urban crowds that she found herself in.

      “But despite their surprise and humor at our tight familial bonds and extensive family, many others consider us the greatest entity ever created and feel lucky if they are asked to join us. Asher comes to mind.” Violet leaned forward, grabbing the wine bottle to slog more into her cup. “Andy too. Growing up as an only child, she loves everything about us; not just the horses but all the connected families living right here.”

      “I really appreciate knowing that Asher found the care and peace he sought from all of us, not just his parents, AJ and Kate,” Daisy said in a soft tone.

      Kate. Kate Reed. All the women fell silent for a long moment. A hard moment. Aunt Kate died almost two years ago from late-stage ovarian cancer. She was seventy years old, but her age didn’t make it any easier to accept. Her daughter Cami, and son Asher, and her husband AJ survived her along with the rest of the Rydell clan who all missed her still. Everyone on the ranch loved and grieved for her. Kate was Jack’s only sister although they didn’t even meet each other until they were both close to forty years old. Her loss devastated Jack, and a permanent sadness overcame him that Melanie feared he would never fully get over.

      Daisy and Asher rekindled their first relationship with each other while his mother was dying. It was a difficult, terrible time for all of them, that culminated in the first wedding without Kate present.

      Lifting a glass, Daisy said softly, “To you, Kate. God, wouldn’t she love to see all of us girls up here celebrating her and each other?”

      “She sure would,” Violet agreed.

      “Definitely. And she’d be so happy for you and Asher,” Rose said softly.

      “She would…” echoed Iris as the rest of them nodded.

      “To Kate,” they chorused before tapping their plastic glasses.

      “I can’t believe she’s gone.”

      “I know. Whenever I come home, I still expect to see her in the house, greeting me with a huge hug and insisting I tell her everything I’ve done since my last visit. She got all the details too, even the things that most people wouldn’t confide in their aunt,” Melanie said as her eyes filled with tears at the cherished memory. She missed the closeness that she shared with Kate. She wiped her tears dry.

      Melanie noticed they all were wiping away their tears.

      “How could one person make every single person she met, all of us, feel like we were the most important people to her? Of course, her first loves were Asher and Cami and AJ, but damn! She and I developed a special relationship too and I miss that connection,” Iris said.

      “Me too,” Violet nodded. “Especially after Parker died. She was so concerned about me.”

      “Yep, she totally made me feel like I was the apple of her eye,” Rose added.

      “The daughter she loved,” Daisy added.

      They all eyed Daisy skeptically. Melanie snorted. “You were and are her daughter, Asher notwithstanding, everyone knew that.”

      Daisy wiped more tears off her face. “Yeah. I haven’t fully gotten past the gut-wrenching truth yet.”

      “You might never get past it. Not when it’s Kate,” Rose chimed in softly.

      “I don’t think any of us can argue how lucky we were. The sheer volume of people who enjoy this ranch, like the Shield Shelter’s camp each summer, all have the same reaction, year after year, and agree that this place is very special and unlike any others. We who were raised here might take it for granted until we leave. That was when I really started to appreciate the gift we grew up with,” Lillian pointed out. She left for college and later, veterinarian school, before she returned to open her practice.

      “I wonder if that affliction will ever affect me,” Melanie remarked with a long glance at the valley. “I mean, I appreciate my parents and brothers and all that, but sometimes I feel itchy having so much family around all the time. My brothers act like my dad, and my dad is more than enough of a father, that I sometimes find it hard just to breathe.”

      “What about your niece? How can you leave her?” Iris asked with a smirk.

      “Ha-ha, because I was an awesome, non-meddling aunt who never once told little Lillian or Jade how to live their lives.” Melanie gave them a glance, playing along. She was technically Lillian’s aunt even though Lillian was a year-and-a-half older than Melanie. Jade was Lillian’s little sister and a whole decade younger than her. It was a running family joke for years. Lillian was so close to her Grandpa Jack, and Melanie’s dad was also Jack.

      “I doubt you ever told anyone what to do because you wouldn’t want to be responsible for anyone,” Daisy interjected dryly.

      Melanie gave her a glare and threw a pinecone at her in fun. “Independent thinking was an asset Kate fully appreciated in me. Besides, being single doesn’t make me commitment-phobic. Choosing fun and being free and single well into my twenties is normal, in case you aren’t aware. It’s not my fault my freaking cousins fail to see or understand that.” She gave all of them a sickly-sweet smile.

      Lillian sighed. “Well, she’s got us all there.”

      “If your freedom and uncommitted status are so great, why don’t you ever tell us any details about what you’re doing, Mel?” Iris asked pointedly.

      “Try being an artist from this family. I just avoid sharing that which probably won’t be understood anyway.”

      “Your mom was talented with her drawings our dad always told us.”

      “She is. As am I. The dyslexia and artistic talent both come from her.”

      “Your parents don’t seem particularly shocked or bothered by what you do. Why do you? Maybe if you weren’t so damn prickly about it…” Rose continued.

      “I just don’t like to talk about it. Okay? Nothing personal. It’s just how I am.”

      “Part of your process?” Lillian asked with a small smile.

      “Yeah. And I am not seeking anyone’s approval. Same reason I can’t commit to any man,” Melanie shrugged.

      “Or woman.”

      “Or woman,” Melanie agreed.

      Iris continued, “Who says our spouses define us? Male or female. They’re not necessary, either. We make a choice and that’s the point.”

      “Yeah, it’s not like any of us aren’t confident already on our own, regardless of whether we’re married or single. Strong personalities aren’t exactly lacking in this family,” Daisy said.

      A collective exchange of nods and grins followed Daisy’s remark. “We are pretty fucking awesome,” Violet piped up.

      Then the conversation drifted to less contentious topics, which had the added advantage of reducing all the ribbing they engaged in with each other. The discussion was mostly centered on family updates and valley gossip. The sun descended in the sky and twilight blanketed the six women. They didn’t finish the wine because they wanted to make it back to the ranch without hurting themselves and the darkness was enough of an obstacle to overcome. When her brain cleared up, Melanie noticed Iris pouring something into her cup in a stealth-like manner.

      “Iris, what is that? Apple cider?”

      Iris froze as her gaze met Melanie’s when she realized the reason why Iris might have been doing that. She slapped a hand over her mouth. “Oh, my God, I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

      But she was too late. Rose turned toward Iris, then Violet and that fast, everybody knew. They instantly knew.

      Lillian and Daisy were intrigued.

      Finally, Rose said softly, “Is it true?”

      Iris nodded and a tiny smile touched her mouth. “Yeah. It’s true. I was going to wait a few more weeks to announce it. But Melanie, the most secretive one of all, and now the biggest loud-mouth of all, spotted what I was trying to hide.”

      “I’m sorry. I would never have said anything if I only knew.”

      Iris waved her hand around and smiled. “Yep, at the ripe old age of thirty-three, I’m having a baby.”

      “What? You’re really pregnant?” Violet exclaimed in disbelief.

      “I really am. Finally ready to try this whole thing. Once. So don’t get all excited. I’m only committing to this once and then we’ll see…”

      “Well, finally,” Daisy replied with a huge grin.

      “Finally? That’s a fine word coming from you who never keeps a car longer than two years,” Iris retorted.

      “No, I meant Quinn… isn’t he forty-something? You don’t want a grandpa daddy like Jack was for Melanie,” Daisy teased.

      “Quinn is forty-three. He doesn’t need a walker yet.”

      Melanie gave her an evil smirk. “You’re such a bitch.” Her tone lacked any heat or gravity. “My dad is more awesome than most men half his age.”

      “True that,” Daisy grinned and turned towards Iris. “You planned this then?”

      “Yes. We did. Quinn’s over the moon,” Iris said with a nod.

      “Are you?” Rose asked softly, tilting her head with a big sister once-over, tacitly expressing her concern.

      Iris was solemn before she rolled her eyes and replied, “Yeah. Damn it. I got all teary-eyed and girlie when the test came back positive. I even bought a damn baby outfit. It’s so tiny. Adorable. Neutral color. And please… stay away from all the pink or blue onesies. Not doing that.”

      All the girls squealed exactly like Iris hated and tried to avoid. She detested labels and gender-specific clothing as well as anything else. But sometimes, even she allowed exceptions. They hugged and for once, Iris tolerated it. Melanie’s prickly cousin did not like being fussed over. “How far along are you?”

      “Seven weeks. It’s really pretty new.”

      “When do you plan to tell Mom and Dad?”

      “Well, now… How about tomorrow? I’ll tell them tomorrow.”

      More laughter and another toast of Iris’s apple cider. Sharing one last drink, all six of them were talking and laughing.

      “I’m not sure I’ll ever have kids,” Melanie announced unexpectedly. “Not too high on my list right now.” She pretended to give Iris a little glare. “Thought we shared that in common.”

      “Oh, Mel, me too. I never dreamed I’d get the urge to procreate. Much less, fully commit to it. And then one day, it seemed more interesting… and then I had a positive test and discovered I wanted a baby… and then I got obsessed with the idea… and now, here I am. People do change. Or not. But it’s cool whatever you decide to do. Right?”

      Melanie envied Iris’s cool confidence. Iris believed in herself and her own rationality. Whatever Iris decided that was it. Iris knew herself and her desires so well. She followed them relentlessly despite what others might think or say about her.

      Their banter went on while the women enjoyed the cooling temperature and extended, lingering twilight. The horses were always nearby, contentedly grazing on the fresh grass all around them. The unexpected drum of horse hooves pounding over the prairie caught everyone’s attention. Who the hell was that?

      “Any idea who could be coming up here? Mateo? Gage?” Melanie asked no one in particular.

      “Better not be,” Rose muttered. “I doubt Mateo would bother.”

      “Neither would Gage. He knows how rare it is to get the six of us together in one state, let alone, on the ranch so I’m sure he’ll keep his distance,” said Violet.

      The horse and figure suddenly appeared behind them.

      “It’s Hunter,” Lillian exclaimed with surprise.

      Violet rose to her feet with an easy grin and walked over to him. Hunter stood there, holding his horse by the reins as Violet bent down to grab a handful of grass at his feet. “How did you find us?” Violet asked.

      “Millie sensed your horses close by. She kept acting strange, so I rode over the hill and saw them silhouetted up here. Wondered what was going on. Didn’t mean to interrupt anything… what exactly did I stumble upon?”

      “A girl celebration of being here together. And a good excuse for us to drink,” Violet quipped with a smirk.

      “And no dudes allowed. They mess up our vibe,” Melanie added with an eyebrow wiggle at her cousin.

      Hunter’s eyes took in the semi-circle of female smiles and a small smile appeared on his face. He grinned and said, “It’s so nice to see you all together.”

      “When the fuck were you ever nice to us?” Melanie teased with a sinister smirk. Hunter and Asher loved taunting their family members when they were younger. Playing jokes and pranks was pretty much their role as best brothers and cousins. They were terribly annoying but always fun.

      Hunter’s smile grew wider. “True. But now I’m more responsible because I’m in a committed relationship. I gotta be better. Next time, why don’t you invite Kyomi to join you? She knows all of you and I’m sure she’d love to be here.”

      “Can’t be as bad as your first wife? Right? Can we trust your judgment? Your first wife was a Grade A asshole,” Iris replied.

      They all snickered, and Hunter glared at them. His pale white skin was rapidly turning pink with anger and embarrassment. His first wife cheated on him with her stepbrother. It was a big scandal at the time. Melanie hadn’t met his new girlfriend yet. Everyone claimed Kyomi was the antithesis of Francine, Hunter’s first wife, and they were polar opposites.

      “I deserve that,” Hunter conceded before he mounted and turned his horse. “I’ll leave you lovely women now. I had no clue who could possibly be up here so late in the day.”

      “You’re one of our favorites so you’re allowed to stay.”

      “Am I, Vie, or is that just the wine talking?”

      Violet let out a giggle. Girlish and high-pitched, there was no doubt she was completely buzzed. “Maybe.” She leaned forward and grabbed Hunter’s hand, pulling him closer. “But who cares? It’s so awesome to see everyone. And Daisy and Asher are finally happy and getting married. I feel fully invested in their relationship. It took them forever to get here. So we have a lot to celebrate and commemorate.”

      Hunter’s head bowed in a slow nod. “Kate?”

      They chorused, “Kate.”

      Kate was a matriarch to all of them.

      And maybe that’s why Melanie most loved her family. This valley spawned these people. River’s End. Their love for one another was always evident and never forgotten. Their ability to communicate profound grief was captured in just one word.

      Melanie lifted her plastic glass for another toast. “Thank you, guys, for tonight. It was much-needed and better than awesome.”

      Everyone agreed with a round of cheers and encouraging exclamations. There was so much love in this special place.

      Melanie carried that love with her wherever she went. This valley was home. The anchor. It made her strong enough to spread her wings and fly away. But it always remained available and welcomed her back. She knew she had a loving home to return to all of her life. Inside Melanie, she retained her love for this entire valley, the river running through it, and the people who were nurtured by it. She knew it would always be waiting there for her.

      Ugh. The tears stung her eyes again. She wiped them off. Lifting her plastic glass to the sounds of cheers, she finally let her damn tears roll down her face. Her contentment in being home, and the joy of having her childhood peers around her naturally overcame Melanie. But her pleasure was also laden with grief over the loss of Kate. Melanie was seeing the reality that life always moves on and we can cherish the past, but we must not dwell in it.

      She almost spilled her latest secret to the girls. Kyle Wade. Was she ready to say she was falling in love? As much as she hoped so, the words stuck in her throat. For some reason, something inside her whispered, not quite yet! She wasn’t prepared to share the secret she carried inside her. Maybe for the first time, she could see the boundless love her favorite girls reserved for their spouses and significant others.

      Maybe marriage wasn’t the worst contract to sign. She never could imagine living with a spouse for the rest of her life. Until today. She scoffed and shuddered at the mere thought of such an arrangement. No one could possibly interest her long enough for her to consider spending her lifetime with. No man or woman was that worthy.

      Not until she met Kyle Wade. Now that he asked to meet her whole family, well… why not go all in? Daisy and Asher’s wedding was the perfect opportunity for Kyle to meet everyone she prattled on about. The pressure. Probably less than if it were one-on-one, Kyle and her parents at their house. Yes. She decided. For the first time, Melanie would have a date at a family wedding. There was always a first for everything.
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      KYLE PULLED AT THE neckline of his formal suit. He didn’t often dress up like this. But getting a wedding invitation from the prickly, hard-to-tie-down Melanie Rydell for a family wedding? That was huge. Unheard of for her. To Kyle, it meant everything. That included happily wearing a formal suit. Kyle tried to imagine the giant venue, her family’s ranch, and could not conceive the magnitude of the guest list. All the family was invited, Melanie said. As in everybody. Everyone they invited planned to attend. That was a rarity in itself. Lucky him.

      In all honesty, it really was. Melanie was very picky about the people she allowed to meet her family or enter her private life. She kept those things separate and compartmentalized. So when she called Kyle and explained that her cousin Daisy was getting married to Asher, who was another cousin as well, it got even more convoluted. Melanie went on to describe how they both got hurt, but eventually healed and finally ended up together. Then Asher lost his mother, who was also Melanie’s aunt, and Kyle listened to the whole story and gathered that everyone loved and missed Kate Reed.

      Kyle had to buy a new damn suit for the occasion. He didn’t convey that information to Melanie, however. Why would he wear a suit anywhere else? He wouldn’t. Rarely for sure, if ever. His family couldn’t afford anything but the basics when he was growing up and Kyle never had a place to wear a suit anyway.

      Now that he no longer saw or stayed in touch with his parents, Kyle mostly hung out with the guys at work. There were no birthday parties for parents or weddings for cousins. There were no family get-togethers that he was invited to in more than a decade. That was why he lacked the proper attire.  Kyle preferred to be stylish and up-to-date, which the sales representative said he would be in the suit he selected. Kyle hoped it wasn’t just a line to make him buy it because he felt damn smart in it. He combed his hair, then messed up the front, as per the latest style. Shrugging at his reflection one last time, Kyle stepped out of his trailer. Yeah, Kyle was quite a sight without his construction-ripped jeans or weekend baggy shorts and t-shirt.

      He drove the short distance from Tarlton to the Rydell River Ranch, getting there a good hour before the festivities were scheduled to begin. He conned Melanie into giving him a tour of the ranch. The place she so often told him about and all the different stories and people piqued his curiosity, and he was eager to match the faces with the characters he felt he already knew.

      Most recently was her description of horseback riding with the “girls,” her cousins and the niece, who was older than her. What an awesome family. The bridal shower for Daisy sounded unlike any other bridal shower Kyle ever heard of. There were no decorations or cute, silly games, not even presents. It was them just being together.

      “It was so amazing. It reminded me of a good Saturday night when I was sixteen or so. Even Hunter dropped by, never realizing we were up there. He rarely rides up in the hills so far above the ranch. And he was so much fun, and he teased us… Hell, it was exactly like when we were young. He and Asher terrorizing all of us girls. Then Daisy announces she plans to marry Asher,” Melanie gushed.

      Kyle was never much of a family guy to begin with, since his was small and they were never close. He never considered them “fun.” He couldn’t remember any happy get-togethers or times when his cousins teased him or joked around like the Rydell clan enjoyed.

      Kyle didn’t think he missed out on much. From his perspective, families were mostly pains in the ass that contributed little to one’s quality of life. Kyle wasn’t lonely or wishing he had a family that was close-knit or even functional, never mind an extended one.

      And now, here he was, all dressed up and ready to meet such a family. The famous family of a woman who was the most attractive package of pure contradictions.

      He parked in front of her parents’ house as she instructed him. The gates of the ranch were already open. Melanie explained the circumstances that resulted in the high-tech twenty-four-hour security system that was now part of the ranch’s infrastructure.

      The house had huge picture windows that reached all the way up to the peaked roof. The views of the mountains behind the house, dotted with pines and the river at the front, made it an idyllic setting. Hers was vastly different from the barren ranch he was raised on. Melanie’s ranch was more like a resort, a yuppie getaway place. Kyle’s was more like an exile during the depression where people eventually starved to death. Not actually, but that was practically the difference in each presentation and first impression.

      The front door opened, and Melanie stepped out. Kyle always appreciated her lack of pretense. She was impatient, impetuous, but strangely, a good planner with a final goal always in mind. She was also never consistent and full of contradictions. He saw her waiting for him at the top of the porch stairs. He stopped below her, his foot on the lowest step and whistled with a half-smile as his hungry gaze roved over her.

      “Melanie Rydell, you look gorgeous.” She was wearing a figure-hugging dress in soft lavender and her dark hair fell in waves around her face. She laughed and shrugged.

      Waving her hand at him, she said, “You look pretty decent too.”

      They grinned like idiots at each other. Neither one spoke and they just kept looking and smiling at each other. Any observer would have been rolling their eyes at the cheesy, prolonged moment, but that didn’t stop Kyle from savoring it.

      “We have become that couple,” he finally said with a twinkle in his eye.

      “What couple?” her head tilted, and he saw the flash of caution that emanated from her brain. She did not like labels or being pegged as a “couple” with him, not yet.

      “The couple that’s always overjoyed to see each other. We act like we’re having a reunion even if it’s only hours of separation. So annoying.”

      She matched his toothy smile. “Beyond annoying. I hate those people.”

      “I detest them. They’re so fake and so ridiculous…” he agreed obligingly.

      Melanie stepped closer and Kyle did the same before their mouths met and quickly locked. Their gazes never wavered. Their lips touched and their bodies seemed to melt as they molded to fit each other. Pulling away, they both had happy grins.

      “Want to see my house?”

      “I do. Are your parents inside?”

      “No. They’re up at the arena to finish the preparations for the reception.”

      “Should we help them?”

      “We did already, as in me. They released me to get beautiful. But I’m done with that too.”

      “I will get to meet your mom? Right? And have a proper conversation with your father?”

      She turned, tugging his hand like an eager child. At times like these, she felt like a kid again. “Lord, what kinda guy begs for an introduction to his date’s parents? My dad is a gun-toting, old-school rancher. I mean… he might detest the guy who’s banging his daughter…”

      It was easy enough to kiss her and shut her up. This time, they were inside the empty house, so he tilted her head back and dipped his tongue into her mouth. Half laughing, half responding, she groaned as she slipped her arms around his neck.

      Only then did he push her back. He stared into her face, and this time, there was no smile. “The kinda guy who is more serious than you are and always trying to figure you out. That’s who.”

      Blinking like a startled owl, she opened her mouth, then she shut it, thinking twice about her next words. “I’m trying to figure you the hell out too, you know.” She sounded like a petulant child. “You know all the stories, names, dates, and basics of my family and me, and how I feel about them… and hell if I know your parents’ names or anything else about you. I have no clue if you are an only child or have twelve siblings. I don’t know where you’re from, where you exist other than here, hell, I don’t know a single thing. You could be a serial killer with an assumed name and stupid me invites you to my parents’ house and lets you kiss me. So yeah, you aren’t the only one trying to figure someone out.”

      Kyle was staring and blinking. “Well, I suppose I deserved that, and you called me out.”

      Her tongue poked out her cheek and she nodded before she finally smiled. “Of course, I did. And I always will.”

      He took her face in his hands and stared deeply into her eyes. He regretted even thinking that she was too skittish to commit, apparently, she was running on faith with him. “I have no contact with my family anymore. It’s a long, sad story. I’d like to tell you about it sometime.”

      “I’d like to hear about it.”

      He knew that. She’d probably listen completely to him. He was sure of that. What he had zero gage on was how she’d react to what he told her. “I’ve never told anyone about it. It’s not a very nice story. I’m—”

      She set two fingers on his lips. “You’re wondering how to tell me.”

      He nodded his head and she asked, “But you’ll consider telling me someday? In your own time?”

      He nodded again. She removed her fingers from his mouth and replied, “I can accept that. I’ll look forward to it.”

      When not if. He stared at her face. That was as much of a commitment as he could ever imagine coming from Melanie.

      “I usually live in Bothell. It’s a small community outside Seattle. I commute to jobs all over Puget Sound. I seldom work on this side of the mountains and never this far across the state. I own a small house. Nothing fancy just an ordinary, L-shaped rambler in a suburban neighborhood. It was built thirty years ago, and the neighborhood represents all levels of income and styles of houses. It isn’t like the neighborhood we’re creating where all the houses look alike and are specifically designed to evoke a certain ambience to attract people and draw them to it.”

      “What made you come here?”

      “Money. They gave me a good offer and promoted me to head supervisor here. They really want it to succeed.”

      “And you’re their best supervisor?”

      He shrugged with a loose smile. “I’m assuming so, since they so sweetly coaxed me over here.”

      She nodded, taking in the information, then suddenly spinning on her sandal. “Wanna see my room?”

      Of course, he did, so off they went to explore her bedroom. They also toured the rest of the house, and the grounds outside. Kyle asked who lived in all the houses he saw. Melanie ran down the list: Ian and Kailynn lived there; her brother Charlie and his wife Cami (who was also Asher’s adopted sister), lived over there; and Lillian, her niece, lived over there and so on. She prattled off the names and a short context. Then they went to a beautiful beach that was so pristine. Kyle stared at the deep white sand and the clear, refreshing river flowing so evenly beside them. He grinned with recognition.

      “Our beach!” he exclaimed as he spotted the place where they spent their first night together. It looked shallow and rocky in the daytime; certainly not as impressive as the beach right where they stood. But Kyle knew he’d always have a place in his heart for it.

      Melanie nodded and burst out laughing.

      “What prompted you to skinny-dip with a stranger at your family’s beach?” he asked when he saw her bright, smiling face. A blush of embarrassment enhanced her cheeks with color.

      “I honestly never dreamed anyone would decide to show up at that hour on that particular night, at the exact moment when we got there, let alone, who they turned out to be…”

      “Your damn parents. I was standing there in my dripping wet underwear, talking to your father as if it were totally normal…”

      “Yeah, imagine how much easier your conversation will be when we are both dressed in actual clothes.”

      They held hands and walked some more. They passed the firepits and benches along the beach front, a volleyball court on the sand and then went on to the ranch. All the barns had different functions and Melanie carefully explained what they were. Kyle saw the white-washed fences and various grasses in the field with lush spots of green alfalfa. “We don’t produce enough to feed all the horses, just enough to offset the monthly bill. My brother Ben is in charge of that stuff, and I think he likes playing the farmer. Oh, that’s the family orchard.” She pointed out across the river. The trees climbed a steep bank away from the river.

      The organic orchard was a whole other industry. There wasn’t anything small or “Mom & Pop” about the Rydell family and the various enterprises they controlled. Kyle was also impressed by all the horses on the ranch. Near and far. Some were in stalls, others stayed in the barns, and large groups grazed in the pastures.

      Today the barns were bustling with a few hired hands, some of whom knew Melanie. The family was too busy with the wedding preparations to attend to the needs of all the horses. Saying hello and stopping to talk to some of them, Melanie drew many curious gazes their way. She introduced Kyle as her friend the first time. Kyle gave her a hard look. So the next time, she introduced him as her date. Not quite the term he liked, but better than “friend.”

      Finally, it was time to go to the wedding. A large tent was set up along the river. In the middle, near the front, on the bride’s side, Kyle took his seat with Melanie. It was a crowded affair, as expected, and hundreds of people were in attendance. Kyle observed many of the faces and tried to figure out each one’s identity based on Melanie’s vivid descriptions. He was eager to see if he was right.

      In no time at all, the wedding was over and everyone cheered the new couple. How happy the crowd appeared for this particular wedding, and there were plenty of wolf whistles. The bride and groom were both grinning maniacally, first at each other and then when they turned toward the crowd.

      After the brief ceremony, the wedding guests all started to rise and talk at once. Everyone began flooding out of the tent space and moving toward the reception area. There was another enormous canopy that provided plenty of shade and protection from the elements.

      The tables were already set, each one covered in a pristine white tablecloth with a centerpiece of a tiny haybale draped in wild daisies and delicate greenery. Kyle thought it was a cute touch for the ranch theme. The rancher groom and his family all wore cowboy hats along with his groomsmen. Kyle learned from Melanie that Asher asked his dad AJ to be his best man.

      The bride and groom left the venue to pose under a pretty arch that was covered in wild flowers and placed at the edge of the river. This particular spot was a family favorite, and the resort cabins were close to it. In the distance, Kyle thought he saw a small graveyard on the mound above the river because none of the horses came close to it.

      Melanie explained that they cordoned that area off for weddings, family get-togethers, picnics, and funerals most of the time. Late spring to early fall were the most popular times for those kinds of events at the ranch, until it got too cold, and they had to move all the large gatherings to the massive arena.

      This was no ordinary family, Kyle mentally noted as he glanced around. He never saw so many cowboy hats in a crowd, on both men and women. The customary uniform seemed to be jeans with big belt buckles and plaid flannels, the traditional western ranch wear. He and Melanie got into the reception line. Finally, Kyle was about to meet Melanie’s family.

      He glanced down, towering over her as he asked, “What will you introduce me as? Your boss? Your friend? Your date? What will you call me tonight, Eleanor?”

      She tipped her head up, letting the sunlight reflect brightly on her loose strands of hair. “You’re using this as an opportunity to coerce me into declaring something you want to hear.”

      “Am I? I thought I just wanted to know what you intend to call me because you don’t always tell me.”

      “Date. Boyfriend. Is it really so important?”

      “Yes. A date is a guy who’ll be gone tomorrow. A boyfriend might show up again next week. Which am I?”

      Melanie’s gaze darted around as a small smile curled her lips. “Okay, I guess I’ll introduce you as my boyfriend.”

      “Did something happen to you as a child that made you so commitment-wary?”

      “I just love my life the way it is so much that I have to have a really good reason to change it. No childhood trauma, but I don’t need anyone, and I haven’t for a long while. If I decide to include someone, they better be worth it, or I won’t bother.”

      He matched the little smile she gave to him. “And that is your convoluted way of admitting that I might be worth bothering about?”

      “Yes.”

      “See how clear that was? How easy?”

      The line moved forward in groups of four to six, clearly all family members. Then Kyle and Melanie stood before the bride and groom. Melanie hugged Daisy and Asher. She whispered something to them, and they both nodded. There were tears in both of the girls’ eyes which they wiped discreetly. Then Melanie turned toward Kyle and made her long-awaited introduction. “This is my boyfriend, Kyle. Kyle, these are my cousins, Daisy and Asher.”

      Surprised, wide eyes stared back at him. Wow, this girl could keep a secret not only from him, but also from them. Daisy was a vibrant, beautiful woman with long, blonde hair and big, blue eyes. She jabbed Melanie in her side, saying, “You couldn’t have told us the other night?” Then she turned to Kyle. “It’s very nice… but exceedingly rare to meet someone so special to Melanie. Hello, Kyle. I’m so glad you could join us today.”

      He threw his head back in a laugh. “You sure know your cousin.”

      “I can’t imagine the hoops you had to jump through to get here today. Seriously, congratulations on successfully running the gauntlet she put you through.” Daisy’s smile widened as she winked at him.

      Melanie all but growled at Daisy. “I’m not like that at all.”

      “Oh, no. No, you’re not. You’re just smart, fun, amazing and awesome. I’m sure, Kyle will agree. But for those poor souls who try to express any actual sentiment towards you, you usually turn all prickly and strange about it.”

      Asher snorted. “She’s sure got you pegged, Mel.”

      Kyle agreed. “She might, but I’ll opt for any trip through her gauntlet. I find her very entertaining and she’s the only one who keeps me from being bored to death. I’m used to life in the city and Mel is a great distraction.”

      Melanie tried to jab her elbow into Kyle’s side, as Daisy did to her. He caught the offending joint before it connected with his rib. “See? I have your number.” He grinned at her startled face when her elbow landed in his cupped hand.

      Blinking, she finally smiled. “For these reasons I have decided to keep seeing you: you are not annoying and slightly interesting.”

      Asher put his hand out. “Any man that gets past her armor…”

      “Or woman…” Daisy interrupted, glancing directly at Kyle for his reaction. He knew she was testing him to see how well he understood and accepted Melanie. It wasn’t offensive or cruel. Daisy wanted to be sure Kyle accepted the whole Melanie.

      Asher nodded. “Okay… anyone who manages to get past Melanie’s arbitrary trust trials, well, it’s damn nice to make your acquaintance.”

      Shaking hands, Kyle nodded at Asher and added the required congratulations to them both that was proper protocol. It was a long time since Kyle had to obey the social cues of proper etiquette.

      More tears and hugs from Melanie when someone mentioned “your mother” and “Kate.” Kyle was now well aware that Kate was the favorite aunt that Melanie adored and still grieved for. Asher’s adopted mom was loved by everyone on the ranch and Daisy considered her a second mother from what Melanie told him.

      Next in line was AJ Reed, Kate’s widower, and Asher’s father. A few more men, ranch hands he later learned, were next in line. They included Mack Baker, Justin Kratz and Tyrone Nystrand who worked for Asher and AJ.

      Then came another cousin, the only other boy cousin who was close to Melanie’s age, she whispered. This one was not wearing a cowboy hat, unlike the rest of the groomsmen. His stylish suit clung to him like a second skin as he spoke and shook hands with the ease of a friendly politician.

      “Next up is Hunter. He lives in a suburb of Seattle and works downtown. He’s my Uncle Ian and Aunt Kailynn’s older son. But Hunter never flaunted his roots as a rancher. He dresses like that almost every day of his life.” Melanie rolled her eyes in obvious humor at Hunter’s suit. It must have been a running joke.

      Suddenly, Melanie launched herself in Hunter’s arms, hugging him tightly. She only reached halfway up his chest as he was so tall and wiry. Hunter met Kyle’s gaze and Kyle noticed he had a few inches on him. Pulling back from Hunter, Melanie gestured to Kyle and said, “And I’d like you to meet my boyfriend, Kyle Wade.”

      Her smile widened as she said boyfriend but by the time she finished her sentence, Hunter’s entire demeanor transformed. Instantly. His spine seemed to snap upright. His gaze was suddenly hard and sharp, and he seemed almost angry towards Kyle. Hunter’s mouth puckered into a negative expression. Was it disdain? Disgust? What the hell?

      Kyle instantly dropped his hand and didn’t shake Hunter’s hand.

      Melanie was looking up at Kyle when she realized Hunter was not being polite. “Hunter? What in the hell…?” Her voice drifted off as she saw his glaring scowl at Kyle. Kyle shrugged innocently, letting her know he had no clue what just happened.

      Hunter’s gaze landed on Melanie, and he held it there. In a tight, low voice, he said, “Has he talked much about himself, Melanie?”

      Okay. So Hunter Rydell seemed to know exactly who Kyle was. Strange that he didn’t recognize the man or go to school with him. Kyle’s part of the valley was on the north end, while the Rydells occupied most of the south. It was reasonable to imagine that anyone at any time could recognize him. Or his name. Or his family’s name. Kyle never tried to hide it despite his awareness that there was a good chance of his previous association in the area being discovered.

      What he didn’t expect was the explosive hate and venomous tone in Hunter’s voice.

      “Well… no…” Melanie admitted. She struggled with the question because they chose not to divulge their histories from the start, and eventually, only what they wanted to tell. His was not a secret and neither was her past. They mutually agreed to give each other time and space for all of that information to emerge naturally. He never withheld information from Melanie, not like Hunter’s question made it seem. And Melanie was the one who insisted on it. “We purposely chose to ignore that.”

      “Did he tell you he was born and raised in this valley?”

      That snapped Melanie’s head around and her eyelids widened in surprise. “No.” She tilted her head. “You’re originally from the Rydell River Valley?”

      “Yes. My family had a ranch in Tarlton,” Kyle said, keeping his gaze on hers.

      Tarlton meant a lot to her, as he knew it would.

      “Okay… and…?”

      “Why don’t you ask his sister? My girlfriend. Kyomi Wade,” Hunter said in a dull tone.

      Finally, Kyle’s composure slipped. He expected to be recognized. He knew it would come as a surprise to Melanie to realize he was from the same area as her.

      But he never expected to hear his sister’s name.

      Kyomi.

      Damn. Kyomi? He hadn’t seen her in a decade. He forgot how it felt to have a connection with that name. Its meaning to him. He forgot he even had a sister.

      It all happened so fast, his head was spinning. He saw Melanie’s shock and surprise. Then dismay and puzzlement traveled across her face, as he expected. Hunter’s evil-eyed glares all made perfect sense now.

      Sweet, little Kyomi. What happened to her? This man, obviously. Kyle remembered hearing something connected to Hunter. He was married to a woman who cheated on him with her own stepbrother. Hunter caught them and went to Reed Ranch to live with Asher, where he met Asher’s ex-girlfriend and they eventually became serious. She was awesome. She was great.

      And Kyle never asked her name when he heard the story.

      If he’d heard her name, he’d obviously know who she was. There was no other Kyomi in the valley, and it was highly doubtful another Kyomi would have moved into the area while he was gone.

      Kyomi.

      Her name made Kyle’s heart lurch. He ran hot and cold in the feelings that rushed through him. He immediately began looking about. Suddenly, he was eager to see the person he hadn’t laid eyes on for so many years. Kyomi was sixteen last he saw her.

      But they were standing in line and too many people were around. Hunter stepped back. “Melanie, let’s move over there.”

      Dazed and unsure, Melanie followed her cousin. Hunter steamed with anger and authority. Kyle lagged behind, alternately fighting the urge to flee and stay.

      When he was out of earshot from anyone, Hunter whipped around.

      Kyle was thrilled that his long-lost little sister was close by, and he couldn’t wait to see her. After all these years, the desire to know what she looked and sounded like completely dominated his thoughts. Unable to resist the intense impulse to see his sister again, Kyle demanded, “Where is she?”

      “Seriously? So you can what? Waltz in here and just say hi to her as if nothing ever happened?” Hunter’s glare as he stepped closer to Kyle was fierce.

      Scoffing, Kyle kept his stance, all but puffing up his chest as he replied, “I didn’t waltz in here. I had no idea my sister was here. Or that there was any connection between the people at the wedding and her.”

      “What the hell is going on? Why does Hunter hate you so much if he doesn’t even know what you look like? And am I to understand that Hunter’s Kyomi is actually Kyomi Wade, who is your sister?” Melanie interrupted them and her anger made her voice rise.

      Hunter’s gaze flickered at her screeching tone and the obvious confusion he heard in it. “Yes. That’s it in a nutshell. Why don’t you ask him?”

      Gritting his teeth, Kyle turned to Melanie and took her shoulders gently in his hands so he could look right into her eyes. He studied the contours of her face and memorized the way she looked up at him. He always loved her face. “I grew up in Tarlton and Kyomi is my little sister. My family and I had a falling out and I haven’t been back home in more than a decade.”

      Hunter snorted. “Falling out? That’s what you call it? Tell her, tell your girlfriend, Kyle Wade, about the falling out.”

      Scouring Hunter’s face with a sneer, Kyle desperately wished he had the time and privacy to explain himself. Having an audience and feeling stressed made him appear guilty. “I was accused of—”

      Words. He needed the right words and they failed him. He never articulated that day’s events except to his therapist, whose approach and demeanor were very unlike Hunter’s.

      “He shot their brother,” Hunter announced. Yeah, those were the words that would convey Kyomi’s truth as she knew it.

      Melanie’s eyes widened as her eyebrows jutted halfway to her hairline. “What? You shot your brother? What? What really happened?”

      “That isn’t what hap—”

      “Kyle?”

      The voice behind him was all Kyle heard.  The soft, cool, confused and even angry tone that verged on panic came from someone in his past. Closing his eyes for just a moment, he tried to fully prepare himself for the impact of seeing Kyomi and ignored everything else. He finally turned around to face his estranged little sister.

      She nearly knocked the wind out of him. She was lovely and grown up. The youthful, shiny face with a coltish build were all gone. Now she had a mature, beautiful face and body. A grown-up woman was standing before him. A woman he did not know at all.

      “Hi, Kyomi,” he said softly, matching her tone. He ignored the sudden movement of Hunter who shuffled around until he stood beside her and solicitously put an arm around her.

      Kyomi was so lovely and her long, wild curls framed her bright face. She’d grown up and become a woman, of course, but Kyle was still amazed and surprised. Logically, he knew how many years passed and what her age would be. She was now twenty-six years old. But the loss of all the years he missed socked him in the gut more than he expected. He thought he made peace with the family but that was laughable. Poor Kyomi had nothing to do with it. She was the most innocent victim.

      Her gaze studied him, taking him in and shaking her head slowly. Big-eyed, she seemed unable to process the unexpected reunion. “Is it really you, Kyle?”

      “Yeah, Kyomi, it’s really me.”

      “Ho—how are you here?” Her head swiveled but she didn’t add at the Rydell River Ranch wedding, and he was grateful for that.

      “Yeah, maybe you could tell me the answer to that too,” Melanie’s voice sounded from behind him. Shoulders slumping, Kyle glanced at her and then back at his sister, whom he no longer knew. Yeah. They both deserved answers. But right now, his mind was blank, and his tongue felt numb.

      How could this crucial moment happen now?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 12

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      MELANIE FEARED SHE’D GET whiplash from snapping her head back and forth so many times during the last few minutes. Was it only a few minutes since her entire, albeit new, romantic relationship got fully flipped upside-down? The benign introduction she planned for her new boyfriend Kyle and her cousin Hunter went over like a lead balloon. Before she knew it, Hunter was angry at Kyle and the malice in his tone startled her so much, it took her a second to catch up to the meaning of Hunter’s harsh words. She was trapped in a haze around her brain, which wanted to block out the spiteful words.

      Kyle’s sister? They were both from around here. The words started to make sense, but they soon led to countless other new questions. Where did she begin?

      Melanie’s confusion and time for airing grievances had to wait because she was eclipsed by Kyomi. Kyle’s attention stayed focused on the brunette, curly-haired woman standing before them. Hunter and Kyomi were living in Edmonds, a Seattle suburb that was many hours’ drive from River’s End, so Melanie never met Kyomi. She realized all at once that she was remiss. She never knew or even asked for Kyomi’s last name. If only she’d heard it before now. Melanie stared at Kyomi and marveled at her resemblance to Kyle. Why not? They were siblings. They both had the same dark hair and basic features in their faces.

      Hunter slipped beside Kyomi and put his hand on her arm in a display of support. It was almost unconscious because his attention was centered entirely on Kyle. The animosity sparked in his eyes. Wow. Damn. His anger was fueled by something other than this fiasco of an introduction.

      He killed their brother? What the hell? It sounded so eerie and fantastical, like it had to be made up. Maybe Kyomi was a compulsive liar? Was that why Kyle left home and never returned? And why he never told Mel he was from a town only ten miles away from River’s End? The town they freaking worked in together. Perhaps he should have started there.

      Kyle ran his hand nervously through his hair several times. Shaking his head, he sighed. “I’m working in town. That’s it. That’s the only reason I’m here.”

      A long sigh trailed his sentence and he sounded and looked tired. Hunter was poised to wrap his hands around Kyle’s throat and start squeezing, while Melanie could only stare in disbelief. She stared back at Kyle with a mixture of anger and something else. What was it? Longing? Hope? Forgiveness? All were possible.

      “You work in town?” Kyomi inquired.

      Stepping back, Kyle replied, “It’s only temporary.”

      “Right…” Hunter muttered.

      “Stop it,” Melanie suddenly demanded, whipping her eyes from Hunter to Kyle. “What is going on? Why hasn’t your sister seen you in ten years? And why is she saying you killed your brother?”

      “Because we had another brother,” Kyomi’s voice inserted. She was cool and calm this time. Her astonishment seemed to evaporate with Melanie’s tirade. “Until you killed him,” she added with a fleeting glance at Kyle.

      Melanie ignored the woman she did not know. Hunter kept glaring at them and was ready to jump in front of Kyomi to physically protect her safety.

      “You killed your brother?” Melanie asked Kyle.

      “I did not kill my brother.” Kyle’s gaze stayed fastened on hers. He glanced over her shoulder at his sister and added, “He killed himself.”

      “Oh, my God. I need more than that. I need the full story. Quit hinting without including some context. I don’t know what’s going on here, but you need to explain it. Anything. Let’s start with why you never looked your sister up,” Melanie snapped.

      In a dull voice, Kyle replied, “I hadn’t been back to Tarlton in a decade. I returned only to run that job. I already explained how hard I tried to get out of it. You recall that?”

      She did. Truth so far. “And?”

      “My younger brother was born right after me and before Kyomi. His name was Kodi. I heard him in the barn, so I went inside. He tried to leave, running to the far end of the barn. He pointed a gun at me and told me to stay back. I never believed he’d hurt me. He was always quiet and subdued. I’d never seen him with a gun before, either. It was Dad’s gun. I didn’t even pause but ran over to wrestle it from him. I knew he’d never shoot me. As I got closer, his hand shook and I realized he wanted to use it on himself. I started wrestling him for the gun again. We were nearly the same height and weight so it wasn’t like I could get it away from him easily. There were no words between us. I wanted to beg him to drop it and ask him why. For God’s sake. Why was he holding a loaded gun and trying to use it on himself? All of a sudden, he did. He stuck it under his chin and—”

      Kyle’s gaze on Mel floated over her head. She saw the various family members gathering and talking in her peripheral vision. The day was blessed with gorgeous weather and the setting was divine, so naturally, all the well-dressed people wandered about and mingled on the grassy grounds. Some were eating, others sipping drinks, and there was plenty of laughter. Many took their seats at the tables. The bride and groom eventually left the receiving line and Melanie saw them heading with a small crowd around them towards the main event: dinner.

      And here was Melanie, listening to the man she brought as her date talk about his deceased brother. Melanie gasped and flinched at the images his words brought to mind. She couldn’t fathom either one of her brothers shooting himself. Especially not right in the face.

      Mel was unprepared for any of this. From Hunter’s unprovoked anger, to Kyomi’s appearance, to hearing about the death of a sibling she never knew about. Shot in the face. Right in front of Kyle. In their struggle for the gun, oh, my God! Kyle had to have been right there for the whole macabre scene.

      “And he pulled the trigger.” Kyle finished his story and his gaze drifted back to Mel. She saw regret, grief and a staunch stoicism she’d not witnessed before in Kyle’s attitude, demeanor or facial expression.

      “Yo—you must have been… right there…”

      “Right there. Pieces of his face were splattered all over me.” Kyle’s head shook and his eyes darted away. Snorting with derision, he added sarcastically, “Yeah, you might say it caused me some trauma.”

      She gasped as she stared up at him. Her initial repulsion at his words was because he was deliberately trying to stir her up. She had no inkling of this tragedy before. Was it true? Why did his sister insist he was responsible?

      “Fuck you, Kyle! That’s not even what happened.” The voice ripping between them was jarring in its anger and loudness. It nearly shattered Melanie’s ears.

      Kyle’s head didn’t move, and he didn’t look at his sister. Or even acknowledge her. “They told her I did. She wasn’t there and she didn’t see it. My father claims he saw it. But he didn’t see it, either. He convinced her that I did it. He kicked me out that night and told me never to return. And my mother refused to defend me, she wanted me gone as much as my dad did. I didn’t kill Kodi, Melanie.”

      She heard the tender, soft tone in his voice. He stepped forward and wrapped his arm around her waist, tugging her forward. Then he leaned down and touched his forehead to hers. Staring into her eyes, he didn’t move for several long moments. His intensity was gripping. “You know me. You have my heart. You already do. Since the first night we met. Trust me, I didn’t do it. He did it to himself.”

      “Melanie, don’t listen to anything he’s saying, there are witnesses. More than one who swear that he shot Kodi,” Hunter’s voice interjected.

      Kyle kept staring at her as if Hunter weren’t speaking. “There are no witnesses except my father, and you have to take his word for it. There is much more to the story. But that’s the gist for now. I never shot anyone in my life. I would never think of killing my own brother on purpose. I could never do that. I did not do it.”

      “Melanie, get away—” Hunter commanded.

      Kyle’s head snapped around. “She will not get away unless she decides to go of her own free will. And if I were guilty, why am I not serving a prison sentence? The police investigated everyone that night. They spent hours at the scene, taking every shred of evidence and interviewing all of us. I was never even arrested. Why? Because I was never considered a person of interest. I had no motive so there was no reason to doubt my version of the story. Only my father claimed otherwise. He pointed his finger at me without any evidence. None. No evidence came later, either. He said I did it but no one believed him. Not a single forensic piece of evidence to back up his insistence that I was guilty.”

      “You were gone. You ran away the next day. Nobody could find you,” Kyomi protested loudly, eager to join the argument now.

      Kyle shot her a hard, sharp look. “Then call the fucking police, Kyomi. Say you have Kyle Wade in custody here. See if I’m wanted. Go ahead. Is there any warrant out for me? A bounty hunter come screeching down the driveway to arrest me? No. I know they won’t because they all know I did not kill anyone.” His voice though angry was a shouted whisper. No one else was watching them. But it was only a matter of escalation. Whatever issue this was rapidly becoming, it had Melanie’s brain spinning in circles.

      Stunned, Kyomi looked at Kyle for an extended moment. “Dad swore you did it. You’ve been gone for so many years. They said you left us because you were guilty. And Mom and Dad divorced after that. Dad is an alcoholic now and Mom is simply elsewhere. She remarried and travels the country in a motorhome. I haven’t seen her in ages. Last time I saw her she was a shadow of her former self. She looked sad and pathetic, with no connection to anyone or anything. Not since the day her oldest child murdered her younger son. That’s the narrative I was always told.”

      Kyomi licked her lips and shook her head. Tears rolled down her face. She was almost totally free of makeup and only a smudge of black eyeliner was still visible. She looked up at Hunter for the answer. She needed his guidance, support, and love.

      “Mom and Dad are two assholes who deserve each other. They let Kodi kill himself and banished me without batting an eye. He needed help and they both knew it but they were too selfish to admit it. Hell, they never even discussed him having a problem. After it happened, they blamed me, and poisoned your memory of me. They are both so toxic. Leave the old man. I’m sorry you got stuck with him. But he will slowly destroy you so you need to get out. Sounds like Mom already did.”

      Melanie jolted and stared up at Kyle, even more confused. Not about his guilt. That seemed clearly impossible. He tried to stop his brother’s suicide, but his father decided to call it a murder. Not even the police believed that.

      Was it fair to so rudely dismiss Kyomi? Melanie saw her literally trembling now. Her entire history and family were cruelly being rewritten as they stood there. And Kyle so coldly told her to get out and leave her dad? He never said he missed her or inquired for more news about his parents and their divorce, much less, his father’s alcoholism.

      Setting a hand on Kyle’s arm, Mel said, “She’s your sister. Ease up a tad.”

      He glanced down at her, his lips twitching. “My own father still thinks I’m a murderer. He knows it’s all bullshit.  I can’t go back there. I buried it a long time ago. I can’t be here any longer. Doing this. I just can’t.”

      Then he spun on his heel, and all but sprinted away. Melanie blinked with astonishment at his backside, which was all she saw when he ditched her. Gaping, she turned to Kyomi and Hunter. Kyomi was leaning against Hunter, shuddering with tears and Hunter stared at Kyle with seething, rage-fueled hatred. “He might not be a murderer, but he’s still a fucking asshole, Mel. Hell, I can’t tell you what to do but I strongly suggest you stay as far away from him as you can. You witnessed what I did.”

      She definitely did witness Kyle being an asshole. And the way he destroyed Kyomi. But Melanie didn’t know most of the details. She needed to hear the context before she could evaluate Kyle’s guilt or innocence. There was so much missing from the story and Melanie was hopelessly confused. She sniffed and rubbed her eyes. Kyomi tore herself away from Hunter. “I’m sorry, Melanie. I’ve never even met you until now and this…”

      “It’s not your fault, Kyomi. None of this was your doing. Or mine. I’m sorry too. This was not my intention. I would never want to meet anyone under these circumstances.”

      Or watch anyone deteriorate under all that pressure. She looked to where Kyle disappeared but saw no trace of him.

      What would she do now?

      Straightening her spine and throwing her shoulders back, Melanie shook her head. “Kyle’s not ruining Asher and Daisy’s wedding. It took them too long to get here, and after losing Kate, they deserve to have their day unfettered by other people. This day is all about them and nobody had better try to steal the spotlight. So let’s drink up and dance and celebrate.” She eyed Hunter first and then Kyomi. Each one nodded decisively so she assumed they agreed with her. She did add, however, “But maybe tomorrow morning you could tell me more?”

      “And maybe you could tell me what you know about my brother,” Kyomi replied.

      “Sounds like a plan. In the meantime, I need a damn drink.” Exchanging nods and tentative smiles, they dispersed, and Melanie joined the reception. She ignored the inquisitive looks from her mom who obviously noticed her suddenly single status. Giving a slight shake of her head, Melanie silently communicated not now. She was glad her mom and she could share that connection and they often conveyed messages to each other without words.

      Melanie avoided getting falling-down drunk but she was buzzed enough to freely allow the smiles and laughter she exchanged with her family and friends, as well as most of the townspeople, to feel genuine and real. After a while, her niggling concern of what happened to Kodi began to fade away.

      When the night ended, Daisy and Asher departed for their honeymoon after a huge sendoff and multiple rounds of cheers and clapping. Melanie’s dark spirits vanished and the collective nurturing she got from the wedding guests lifted her substantially.

      Now, however, she began to question her own views of romance. Exhausted both emotionally and physically, she stumbled into bed, resolving to deal with the events of the day the next morning.

      After Melanie awoke the next day, she slid onto a stool at the breakfast bar island in her parents’ kitchen. Her mom turned at hearing her enter and slid the cup of coffee in her hand to Melanie. “You look like you need this more than me.”

      Smiling gratefully, Mel took it. “I do.” After a long sip, she finally set the cup down on the bar and stared at it too long.

      “What happened yesterday?” Erin asked.

      Lifting her gaze, Mel shrugged. “The crazy part is, and I’m not being elusive here, but I really don’t know. I introduced Kyle to Hunter and when Hunter heard his name, he got all rage-fueled and nasty. I had zero idea of what was happening, and Hunter accused Kyle of murder and told me to stay away from him. I nearly got dizzy from trying to follow who said what. Then Kyomi came up behind Kyle and the moment was really intimate until she revealed—”

      “Oh, no. Please don’t tell me they had a relationship.”

      “No,” Melanie shuddered at the thought. “They already have a relationship because they are siblings who have not seen each other for over ten years. Kyle’s family kicked him out of their home.”

      “Wow, that’s cold. Why? What happened?”

      “That’s where it gets even weirder. I don’t fully know the truth or the details. They had a middle brother who got killed that night. Right in front of Kyle. Kyle claims his brother wanted to commit suicide, so Kyle was wrestling the gun away and trying to stop him. But Kyle’s dad insists that Kyle murdered his brother. Public opinion and the police believe Kyle’s version and there was no further investigation or any foul play suspected. I mean, if there were any doubt, I’m sure they would have found the evidence and cuffed him.”

      Her mom blinked as she realized Melanie was looking to her for an answer. “You would assume so,” Erin replied innocuously.

      “Kyle left home that night and never returned. Kyomi still believes he is a murderer, and that’s why Hunter hates him so much. But Kyle still claims he was trying to save his brother, not kill him and their dad knows the truth.”

      Erin sat down with a heavy thud on the stool next to her. “You kind of shocked me here. I’m still trying to catch up with all of that.”

      “Welcome to my ordeal. Imagine that kind of conflict right in the middle of the wedding reception. All three of them were arguing loudly until Kyle got so angry that he just left. And that was that. He didn’t come back here by choice, either. He has no desire to make amends with anyone. He’s been in town for five months and never bothered to visit anyone in his family. He explained why months ago; it’s because he’s the only supervisor the company trusted for this job.”

      “So he doesn’t care about his family anymore? What about Kyomi?”

      “Honestly? I don’t know. Everything happened so fast, and people’s emotions were raw… and then poof. Kyle stormed off. I’ve never seen him so mad. At work, he gets all kinds of crap thrown at him, yet he’s unfailingly calm, polite, and in control. He chooses his words carefully but there is hardened steel inside him, and you never doubt that he means exactly what he says.”

      “So this wasn’t usual.” Erin shook her head and rephrased it. “Well, none of this is usual, but I mean Kyle’s demeanor specifically.”

      “No.”

      “You know what you need to do?”

      Sipping her hot coffee, Melanie winced. “I suppose you’re going to say I need to find out the truth.”

      “I was going to say if you want to keep seeing him, of course, but quite honestly? I really want to know the rest of this story regardless of what you decide about him. I mean, that story is…”

      “Wild? Insane? Like something out of a movie?”

      “Yes. But it’s also your life we’re discussing so I want what is best for you. Move on if you don’t think you like him enough to even dip your big toe into what sounds like a rancid cesspool.”

      Swirling the last bit of coffee in her cup, Melanie watched the way it sloshed back and forth, becoming mesmerized. Sighing, she set it down on the counter. “I wish I didn’t feel the things I do.”

      Her mom set a hand on her knee. “That bad, huh?”

      “Possibly. The closest I’ve ever gotten to maybe…”

      “Being in love?”

      “Yes.”

      Leaning forward, Erin hugged her. “I believe you. All the things you say and do suggest that.”

      She clung to her mom’s embrace, letting it fill her with unconditional support. When Erin released her, Melanie got to her feet. “Can I ask you something, Mom?”

      “Always.”

      “Are you and Dad relieved? I mean, for the moment, I might be in love with a man instead of a woman?”

      Her mom’s gaze never flinched or avoided her face. “Not in the least, darling. I just want you to find someone who deserves you, and is good enough, and treats you right and whom you have the same feelings about.”

      Sighing, Mel smiled. “Thank you for saying that.”

      “Thank you for being my daughter. You know, Mel, you came as a surprise to me. I never pictured having a child of my own. But I never dreamed how much I’d love you and treasure the moments, every single one of them, raising you.”

      “No disappointments yet?”

      Erin snorted. “How could I? Not when you reflect your father’s demeanor, personality and the way you approach your whole life. I love him for that, but I adore it in you. Even if it it’s frustrating sometimes too.” She smiled to soften the message.

      “I know. People often compare Dad and me, although I don’t always see it.”

      “It’s not something you see. It’s an experience. And believe me, you do your own spin on what your father did.” She gave Melanie a wink. “I’m glad there’s a dash of me in there too. You got my stubbornness. God help you and this Kyle and the world…”

      Feeling bolstered by her mom’s pep talk, Melanie was ready to take her first step into that rancid cesspool.

      And if that wasn’t love, then someone please tell her what was?

      First of all, Melanie had to know the background of the crisis she was about to wade into.
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        * * *

      

      Hunter answered her soft knock. They were staying at his parents, and it was clear he expected Melanie. They exchanged smiles and headshakes at the strange vibe they both felt. After being ushered into the living room, Melanie waited for Kyomi, whom Hunter called.

      “So I finally get to meet the antithesis of Francine,” Melanie quipped before she cringed. “Crap. I’m sorry. Forgive me. Just a bad habit with Hunter. We’re never nice to each other. Same age cousins and all.”

      Kyomi lifted her hand up, grinning. “No worries, that’s pretty mild actually. It’s not easy to be Hunter’s girlfriend after Francine. Some people think he has a certain type…”

      Hunter glared as he waved a hand at them. “Ha-ha. You two comedians better can it. I’ve suffered for my judgment long enough. I mean, give a guy a break.”

      Kyomi walked over, forcibly pulling him lower so she could reach him, and kissed the side of his face. Then she gave Melanie a shrug. “Actually, Francine isn’t so bad now. Not like she used to be. She’s working through her shit. And the baby helps her a lot.”

      That struck Melanie as odd; Hunter was a father now. “Russell Wilson Rydell? Where is he? I still haven’t met him. I can’t wait. I’m sorry I’ve been so out of the loop. I mean, I didn’t even realize I was dating a Wade and so are you…”

      “Yeah, that was quite a shock,” Kyomi agreed. “Russell lives with Francine. We didn’t bring him to the wedding because he’s so young and active. They’re staying in the resort here.”

      “I swear, I will meet him soon. I’ll try to get over to see him before they leave town.”

      “I hope we can work this out so we will have plenty of times to meet up in the future,” Kyomi said with a wistful look in her eyes. Melanie instantly liked her and quickly thawed. She had an open, friendly face, but also a serious edge that prevented her from appearing uninteresting or too nice.

      But she was way cooler than Francine. Who could have guessed that Hunter, with his addiction to designer clothes and luxury all of his life, would find such a genuine, natural, unpretentious woman? Kyomi wore jeans and a sweatshirt, looking comfortable, and so refreshingly unlike Francine.

      “So Kyle just disappeared a decade ago? Without a word?”

      “Well, not exactly disappeared. My parents banished him. He was ordered never to return. And nobody could change their minds. That’s how bad it really was. My dad says he witnessed the shooting. It still haunts him. It changed him. He became a sloppy drunk and stays that way most of the time. Only in the last year has he tried to sober up. So Kyle was working in Tarlton for several months?”

      “Yeah. He’s a jobsite superintendent for Humbolt Homes. It’s a construction company that specializes in single family residences. They are currently building a wonderful non-profit neighborhood to house lower-income families in Tarlton. I actually work for Kyle. I’m on the framing crew. That’s how we met.”

      That seemed an easier story to swallow than skinny-dipping at the beach.

      “He never mentioned us? Or the ranch?”

      “No. I had no idea. Frankly, he was kinda cagey about his past. But before you judge him, you should know that we both were. It was kind of our thing, a game we played. We weren’t prepared to do baggage dumps on each other. We wanted to have fun and not worry about our pasts. We didn’t know if we even liked each other yet. Slow and easy. And things felt right for both of us. He recently said he was going to tell me a long, complicated story, but he didn’t know how to begin. I must assume and I hope this is what he meant. Or God help me…”

      “It must be,” Kyomi agreed. Her gaze shifted away. “Is he… nice to you?”

      Melanie smiled to herself. “Extremely nice. And he’s very smart and funny too. He makes me laugh all the time. He also encourages me to be exactly who I am. We—”

      “It’s not a casual hookup?”

      “No,” Melanie answered abruptly. “It’s not. I can’t say exactly what it is… or was.”

      “I’m sorry; it isn’t my business. But seeing him after so long a silence blew me away. I feel like I’m starving for information about him. More information. What if all these years I was told a lie? What if they were wrong?  They insisted Kyle killed Kodi. Shot him in the face. I mean… how do you accept that? How could I not think Kyle was a monster? He left us and they never said anything about him but that… and I was young so I believed it.”

      “Kids tend to believe their parents most of the time.”

      “He’s not… a bad guy then?”

      Melanie shook her head. “Until yesterday, I’d have called him genuine. He’s the real thing. And I don’t say that lightly. I’m very picky. I don’t bother unless I’m very sure… and I am, or at least I was.”

      “I’m relieved to hear that. I stayed awake all night, replaying the memories and conversations I remember with my parents about Kyle and Kodi and that night. Our family isn’t very talkative so there weren’t many. We aren’t close either, we never were. So, there were paltry few to reminisce about, but I remember a falling out between my brothers a year or so before the shooting.

      “Kyle and Kodi got into a savage fist fight. They both ended up in the emergency room for stitches and broken bones. The bruises lasted for weeks. I’m not sure who broke it up in the end, but it was really bad. I never found out what the reason was. My dad was yelling at the boys, but I never heard why. And to be honest? I was always a bit scared of my dad growing up so I didn’t dare ask. I feared he’d turn on me like he did to the boys. There was no doubt that Dad refused to discuss anything. To my knowledge, the shooting was never brought up again. At least, not openly.”

      Wow, the dysfunction of this family, thought Melanie, although she remained quiet in her observation.

      “For weeks after that fight, I remember tiptoeing around the boys and my dad. I didn’t want to set off any sparks. Things were ridiculously icy between everyone. There was a darkness that descended between all of them, and I could not begin to understand what caused it. I was afraid to ask about the fight. So I never knew why they fought so viciously. I heard the excuses, calling it ‘boy-stuff’ and ‘excessive testosterone,’ and ‘boys will be boys.’ That bullshit failed to answer anything.”

      “Did your brothers ever make up with each other?”

      “Hard to say. Kodi never spoke much to me. He was in his own world all of his life. To be honest, I couldn’t decide if he were acting differently or not. I didn’t know him well enough to gauge his moods or thoughts. I rarely had anything to do with him. As far as I know, Kodi was like that with everyone.”

      Interesting. Kyomi painted a picture of a family that was dysfunctional, uncommunicative and purposely making the effort to be so. Fear of expressing herself seemed to be the main factor she recalled about growing up. Kyomi was afraid to even voice her anxiety as a little girl.

      “And your mom? Where was she in all this?”

      “She was docile and obedient to my father. I think she avoided saying anything negative to Dad. She was better with me, I think, because the boys puzzled her. She had a hard time bonding with them, and playing with them and really, having any interactions with them. They were her sons but she wasn’t interested in trying to understand them. But that was owing to my family. They were so stupid. Uncommunicative. Never transparent. I never saw either of them being emotional or caring towards the other, and they never gave us any affection.”

      “And you are the opposite,” Melanie stated with a smile. Kyomi was easily one of the most likeable people Mel ever met. “No wonder Asher and Hunter both dated you.”

      Kyomi tipped her head back with a laugh. “Oh, how Hunter loves reliving that. But Asher got the ‘Wade-family’ version of me.”

      “Meaning, you didn’t share much? Didn’t connect? You dated but you kept all the rules firmly in place.”

      Kyomi beamed. They seemed to both realize their alliance. It was great to know it existed. “Yes. You do get me.”

      “I have to say maybe even more than I get your brother.”

      “Much more than the brother I knew. How the hell can I overcome the idea that my brother is a murderer? How do I reverse that? How can I ever make it up to him? And more importantly, do I want to? How do I change my opinion that he’s the villain? What other narrative is there? Is my father the real villain? I just don’t know. I never had to consider an alternative reason for Kodi to die.”

      “You believed your parents. You were what? Barely sixteen? I don’t think anyone, well anyone reasonable, that is, could fault you for swallowing whatever they said.”

      “Kyle did.”

      “Well then, the question now is do you want to change your opinion? I mean, do you want to try and figure this out with Kyle?”

      “To free myself from the idea that my only living brother is a villain? Of course, I do.”

      She nodded. “Then I promise I’ll do my best to at least get that started.”

      “You’ll talk to him?”

      She laughed. “No matter what. He signs my paycheck. Don’t forget that. So…” Then her expression morphed from a faux smirk to the puzzlement that occupied her. “And besides, I like him way too damn much not to.”

      “If he’s not a villain and has returned to the Kyle I remember as a girl, then I wish you both good luck.”

      “What was the Kyle of your youth like?”

      “He was the nicest in my family. He might ignore me for a while and then all of a sudden, spend an entire afternoon or an evening or a Saturday hanging out with me. He always talked to me too. He was very observant. He noticed things about me that no one else did. He knew what I liked to eat and he gave me all my favorite candies, soda and food. He teased me sometimes but always in a fun way. He was never mean. It sounds cheesy, but my family did not ask about each other, and he did. He tried to be close to all of us. That made a huge impression on me. He was busy too. He dated a lot. Sorry, but that’s the truth. And he had tons of friends. Kyle was always surrounded by a crowd, almost as if he couldn’t stand being alone. Maybe it was to escape the boredom and lack of nurturing in our home.”

      So Kyle was always very observant. Noticing small details. And he was kind and funny. And he liked big crowds and lots of women? No way. The Kyle Mel knew was solitary and avoided people for the most part, unless they were work-related. Or her. He was receptive to anything pertaining to Mel.

      Now that Mel was slowly beginning to see the portrait of his life, she hoped to fully understand why.

      She rose to her feet and announced, “Well, I’m going to dig deeper into this story from Kyle’s point of view and see what I find out. I’ll be sure to keep you posted.”

      Kyomi gave her a hopeful smile. “Thank you. I can’t tell you how much it means to me. Maybe for the first time in more than a decade there is some hope for us to be close. So thank you.”

      Mel left and she wondered if Kyomi’s hope would be misplaced and crushed. She had no gut feeling for this. It was way out of her grasp.
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      MARCHING UP TO THE door of Kyle’s trailer, Melanie knocked hard and waited. She was all but tapping her foot with impatience. He opened it a few moments later, wearing loose sweats and a white t-shirt. His hair was all tousled and he had stubble on his face. The familiar ripple of attraction in her gut became fascination with everything the man did. From the way he opened the door wider for her to the different emotions she saw reflected in his face as he let his eyes travel over her body.

      “Did you really expect there would be no discussion? That you could run away from my family’s ranch and the wedding I was a part of and I’d just say… what? Oh, golly gee, well that sucked. Too bad Kyle wasn’t having a good time. Open up to me now, God damn it, Kyle Wade. Tell me who you are, where you came from and how the hell your baby sister came to the conclusion that you committed fratricide.”

      He shuffled his weight from one foot to the other and only at the end of her tirade did he finally dare to smile. “Good morning, Eleanor.”

      Her traitorous heart fluttered and the soft look in his eyes instantly made her right at home. Wherever he was, he made her feel wanted, as if she belonged with him. Ugh. Gross. She could never settle anywhere for longer than maybe a year. Not ever. Not her jam. She was a nomad. A free-flying bird. She didn’t want to be tethered to an anchor in the form of a freaking man.

      That was so ordinary and average. Now she was begging him for some “mansplaining” after he stormed off in a snit yesterday. Okay, maybe it was more complicated than that, and the issues were darker, but that was the gist.

      How did she suddenly become this person? Worse still, she was starting to get used to this new woman she embodied whenever she was with Kyle, even liking it.

      Now, however, he owed her an explanation. That was the starting point but definitely not the finish.

      “No way. No smiling at me and flirting by calling me Eleanor. As if that covers any of what happened yesterday. Open the fucking door to your past and tell me everything.” She squeezed past him, pushing the door wider and sliding alongside his body to get in. All the feelings that were mixed up inside her were about to be purged. Ugh. Stupid man.

      He had become too potent for her and her damn attraction to him was already off the charts.

      Flopping into a chair, she waited, her eyebrows raised, and her arms crossed over her chest. Slower to move and respond, he sat across from her on the loveseat. Leaning forward, he rested his elbows on his knees and dropped his hands between them.

      “No more cute Eleanor stuff. You haven’t earned it,” Melanie warned him.

      “No. I suppose I haven’t.”

      “What the hell, Kyle? You’re from this freaking neighborhood and you don’t even think of mentioning that? Not even once in all these months? And remember, we are not just working together, we went on dates and hung out. What about being in bed together and talking? There were plenty of opportunities for you to tell me something so basic.”

      “Because I hoped to avoid all the questions that would have arisen. All this would have come to light eventually. I promised I would tell you about it. It isn’t something I like or want to talk about because I have no idea how to. I’ve never told anyone the entire story. Think about that. I lived it and experienced the whole tragedy, but I left here as a stupid kid without anyone to help me figure out what the hell happened. So you know what? I still don’t have words to describe it or my reaction to it.”

      Her heart softened at his clipped, sharp words. He sounded mean, but the bleak cloud in his eyes before he looked away from her reflected the utter despair and desperation he was going through.

      “I can’t imagine how hard it was. You told no one?”

      “One person, but not like this. I was in a controlled environment, and the whole truth came out over the course of five years.”

      Her head tilted. “You got help from therapy?”

      “Yes. I did. I was tired of hiding in a dark place, which went on for years. I was afraid too… mostly of myself. Everything I witnessed haunted me, to be honest, until I tried to comprehend how Kodi felt in that moment before his death… I thought, I don’t want to die. So I decided to find help. I was a twenty-two-year-old macho prick working in construction by day and working on my bachelor’s degree in the evenings. As you can imagine, that was not an easy thing for me to do. I went through five counselors before I found the right one. She was blunt and sharp, so I felt free to be honest. We never got touchy-feely in the emotional department, but there were some breakthroughs. Anyway, that’s the only time I ever discussed it.”

      She swallowed. Okay, just a little more than she bargained for.

      She nodded and considered her next approach. Maybe she should start small and reduce it to little chunks to see where the story went. Starting over, she said in a calmer voice, “I don’t know much about Kyomi.” She gave him a self-deprecating smile. “Where exactly in Tarlton are you guys from?”

      “Take the road across the highway that goes between the café and the gas station; follow it through the old houses until it bumps into the mountains. Then the road turns into a single lane that is unpaved and rough. There’s even a warning sign to caution people how primitive it is. Follow that for a few miles until you come to a cul-de-sac. The road ends at the most dilapidated, old farm you’ve ever seen. Straight outta the depression era.  We used to raise cattle. I assume we do so still. It’s a small, ugly house surrounded by broken, run-down outbuildings. I drove by it a few months back and it seemed like someone was doing some work on it. Significant improvement, actually. I suppose it’s still a working cattle ranch. My old man is a hoarder, who never finished anything he started and thrives on chaos. His piles of shit were always shifting but never changing.”

      “The polar opposite of you,” she remarked softly. She knew how he ran his jobsite. Even in this small trailer, it was always immaculate and clutter free.

      Shrugging loosely, he said, “I think maybe I swing too far the other way, trying to avoid the lifestyle I detested. Classic case of overcompensating probably. I used to say my dad had no power over me or my life, but he probably does since I go to such extremes not to be like him.”

      “So you grew up on a cattle ranch.”

      “Not exactly. I grew up in prison surrounded by cattle. My father never spoke to me or anyone in the house. Nothing was ever wrong in Tom Wade’s world. Not me or my siblings. My mother was courteous and nice enough but pathetically useless as a mother or a teacher. When the shit really counted, she hid her head in the ground. She never defended herself, let alone, any of her children.”

      So Kyle’s dad was Tom Wade. The name meant nothing to Mel. But it sounded like his mother failed epically more than once.

      “And your siblings?”

      He stared down, riveting his gaze on the carpet. “Four years separate Kyomi and me. I admit, I wasn’t really close to her. No one in my family was close to each other. You’d think the only two brothers, Kodi and I would at least have a bond. But we really didn’t. Never any playful banter back and forth or mock wrestling or annoying the shit out of each other. No. Neither of us. We were stiff and polite to each other. Not close. But I never wanted him to die.”

      “That is a family dynamic I cannot understand. What you describe, the apathy and indifference, the lack of connecting. I’m sorry. Really, I am. That isn’t anything like a family should be.”

      The smile he flashed her way was genuine and kind. “I’m glad you grew up in a different family, Melanie. I’ve met your dad and I’m so glad he was your father, not Tom Wade.”

      “But Kyomi had him for a father. And still does, it sounds like.”

      He shifted around. Did that not occur to him? His attitude toward his sister was impossible for Mel to get her head around. Mel’s siblings, though decades older than her, were still her brothers, and blood relations.

      “I don’t know. Anyway, the main point is we didn’t share a family unit or any closeness to start with.”

      Clearly. She didn’t reply but politely waited a few moments to ask, “What was Kodi like?”

      “He was three years younger than me, and he took quiet to a level I’ve never seen anyone capable of. He never spoke. He totally lacked any sense of humor, and he didn’t connect with anyone. We shared a room and I swear, we could go a whole week without him saying one word to me. I just talked to him as if he were normal. Looking back, with the knowledge I have now, I think he suffered his whole life from a severe case of clinical depression. But at the time, I didn’t know. Back then, I didn’t understand it. He did nothing. And he cared about no one and nothing. He was left alone most of the time in school because it was a small town and my reputation protected him. But even if he were bullied, I doubt he would have cared very much.”

      Clearing her throat, she said, “Pretty much what your sister said.”

      “You spoke to her? About me?”

      “I did. I still have a lot to unravel here. Starting with the murder accusation. But she quickly came around to realizing her dad lied. I get the impression she thinks he was genuinely mistaken rather than an unconscionable liar. You can shelve that indignation too just because I spoke to her about you and tell me about what happened that night.”

      “I already did. I told you what happened. You can believe me or not. I won’t beg for your trust, and I can’t keep doing this.”

      Stunned, she felt like he shoved her away from him—metaphorically. “Even for me? For us? You won’t freaking give me a little slack here to understand? Are you insisting on being an asshole again like you were when you stormed off yesterday?”

      Snorting, he shrugged. “That’s not the worst I’ve been called.”

      “Not by me,” she replied. “Remember: I’m not them. You’re lumping me in with them as if I’m separate from you. Kyle, I’m…”

      “What? On my side?” he snapped, his head jerking up and his eyes flashing. “Then where is your faith in me? Unconditional trust? Don’t you know me well enough by now to believe that I didn’t fucking shoot my own brother in the face.” He suddenly stood up and his fists were clenched. “How can you still wonder? If anyone accused you of that, I’d call them a liar because I know you’d never do anything like that, Melanie. I know it. No doubts. Here is where I know.” He pushed on his heart before lifting a finger to his temple and adding, “And here. Intellectually I know it too.”

      Her mouth opened and closed several times like a fish gulping air. She wasn’t expecting the accusation or so much anger. Her motivation in going there was fair and deserved. Adult, actually. She wanted to get the answers. She wanted to know both sides of the story and all the shades of gray. Nothing was all black or all white and Melanie needed to discover the truth.

      She started to step towards him, but he whipped around, putting his back to her.

      “I’ve spent a decade being shunned and alone. My own parents think I’m a murderer. No one else believes it. None of the cops or the detectives. They looked hard for traces of any evidence. The forensics report deduced it was a suicide too. Not a murder. They even tried to console me by saying my grieving parents needed someone to blame for their loss. Nah. They were always cold-hearted assholes. I’m done defending myself. You either believe me or not.”

      Mel felt completely broadsided and she floundered. What the hell? Why was he done already? “I’m sure I believe you. But Kyle, come on. Help me make some sense of this.”

      “No, you’re still trying to decide if I killed my brother or not.”

      “I don’t think so. It’s a terrible story and I’m trying to make sense of all the sides. Including your little sister’s side. You seem angry at her too when she was just as much a victim as you.”

      He whipped back around, stepping into her space. Startled at the aggressive move, Mel retreated a few steps. But his shoulders blocked her in. “I don’t need her. I’ve spent a decade being accused of a crime by a terrible family. I will not go backwards at this point in my life. That’s why I never wanted to come here. I wish you’d just get it, please. I don’t want to make up with my piece-of-shit family. Not all of us get to have Jack and Erin Rydell for our parents. You will always be loved by them no matter what. Then top it all off with your countless aunts and uncles and cousins all living together on a giant, beautiful ranch and resort with a fucking golf course. No, I’m sorry, Mel, but you don’t understand how this feels.”

      The deep wound of family rejection was bad enough, but to endure their accusation of one of the most terrible crimes of violence she could imagine, well, obviously, it bore a hole of angry resentment inside Kyle. One that could not be filled no matter how much counseling he received.

      She hoped he was reacting to his grief, anger and impulsiveness and that he didn’t really think of her like that. She wasn’t a space cadet undeserving of her parents’ love and support. Until today, he found her unique and amazing. Her individuality was something he admired in her. Now, she was suddenly weird?

      “You’re being ridiculous. I don’t have to prove myself in a loyalty contest. I’m allowed to ask questions. Especially when some pretty significant accusations are being tossed at you. And a story so incredulous to begin with? Makes me smarter not bitchier. You’re being ridiculously rigid and completely unreasonable. This is not about me or my hang-ups or my personality even. This is all about you. Turns out maybe you aren’t the prince I was so lucky to catch the eye of.”

      “All I asked was for you to believe me.”

      “You asked me not to probe any further. You asked me not to evaluate all this new and significant information so I can decide my own answers. So fuck you. No, I won’t give you my blood oath of loyalty or promise I’ll believe you no matter what. I can question you in a healthy way and you need to figure out why you find that so scary. I am not a whipping post for you to work out all the rage you obviously still harbor toward your family. You need more help, but I refuse to become your doormat in this ridiculous charade. You have a girlfriend that cares very much about you. I want to know you better. But you can’t determine what I get to know or tell me not to investigate you. Your little sister is seeking a reason to give you the fidelity that you want. But you refuse to give her a chance after her reaction when she was sixteen fucking years old. She was browbeaten by your parents to believe something as if it were the Holy Grail. Of course, she believed them. And now she believes you. Just take a few moments to consider that. Today she is a grown woman who can weigh the evidence for herself and come to a conclusion. Something she could not do when she was twelve. I highly suggest getting in touch with your therapist and asking for an emergency goddamned session.”

      Out of breath, she all but gulped in air to calm her anger. His eyes flashed. His face seemed as contorted with anger and emotion as she was sure hers was. What a pair. But neither were willing to surrender the point. The heavy breathing went on. The angry stares didn’t stop. Finally, she rolled her eyes and broke contact. “You are so ridiculous. If you ever realize that, or just calm down, call me. Otherwise, I’m done.”

      She was halfway to the door when he replied sarcastically, “Oh, great. Just cut and run. Sounds about right for you.”

      Spinning on her heel, she all but spat on him. “I’ll be at work, you asshole. Try not to violate all the HR rules or you’ll get yourself fired. I mean, you haven’t managed to comply with the rules to date so I’m not sure what’s changed…”

      His mouth tightened and his jaw locked. “Don’t you threaten me with sexual harassment, Melanie Rydell. God damn you.”

      “Oh, shut up. I wasn’t. I meant, you can’t be an asshole with me simply because I work for you. Toe the line. See you at the jobsite.” She smiled with fake, syrupy sweetness that was so cloying, it made her teeth ache. Then she whipped around and left.

      She restrained the tears until she was a good mile down the road, then she pulled over and parked her car. Slumping over her steering wheel, she let the pent-up emotions flow. Damn it. He affected her far too much. No man or woman deserved such power over her, not without her permission. How did he manage to get it?
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      After the most epic verbal altercation she could remember, it was hard for Mel to imagine how to be ordinary with Kyle. The mere idea of showing up at work, in a confined space that was constantly bustling with others would require a good act. Politeness and formality were necessary in order not to give it away. The crew already accepted their relationship and most of them didn’t comment or even notice. She and Kyle successfully reserved any hints of it for when they were offsite. But as a fighting couple? Hell. The sparks that flew between them would have burnt holes on the skin if they landed. Nothing subtle there.

      Kyle would never see her reasoning or show up contrite, full of excuses and apologies for his unacceptable behavior, not in her lifetime. That was a freaking pipe dream. He was no such animal. He squinted at Mel, and she believed it was to keep the full scowl from overtaking his face. She strutted exaggeratedly into the stupid job shack as if she owned it. Her runway. Maybe not so much with her ripped jeans and clunky, thick-soled boots, but hell! She had enough attitude to wear it like a cocktail dress with spiked heels. She recognized his anger-gaze when it swept over him. He might have been pissed and stupid—but the man still wanted her. He reacted to her as if it were the first time he saw her.

      And she did the same with him. But damn him. No way would she approach him first. She had no apologies for him. He did this. All of it. All he had to do now was be a damn adult. Speak to her. Answer questions. Some good, old-fashioned communication. Instead, he got all demented and started crossing lines and gave ultimatums. What? Real healthy. As if that would ever work on her.

      Smiling at him sweetly, Mel gave Kyle an eyebrow wag before grabbing her tools and heading off to the next home she and the crew were assigned to tackle. They’d already framed up three so far. And they were ripping right along. They had to keep up the pace. Snow would be on the ground in late November and their plan was to close the sites and continue with the interior work.

      She pounded the nails squarely into the wood, glad for the reprieve from her more gentler pursuits like painting and ceramics. Today was perfect for working her anger out. She happily rode the huge surges of energy and aggression.

      “Damn, Rydell. Whatever you got going on, don’t stop. You’re doing the work of all three of us,” Brooks exclaimed.

      She might have been too. She was glad the knot of tension in her neck was getting worked out too.

      But damn. Unfortunately, it did nothing for her heart.

      No way would she give any air or oxygen to that feeling. Fuck it. Fuck him for doing this to her. Trying to make her uncomfortable on her job. No. Nope. Never. She strutted the site and made eye contact, asking whatever question was on her mind. Or remarking on the progress. She didn’t avoid anyone or cower or act like the injured girlfriend. She appeared pissed off, confidently right, and fuck him… like a retaliatory girlfriend.

      Because he hurt her. She couldn’t pretend her heart was metal and her feelings rolled like water off a duck’s back. Because they didn’t. Her anger was what sustained her now.

      For three weeks they coexisted like that. No more sexy weekends together. No flirty, fun, sarcastic, and suggestive texts. No sneaking behind the walls at work to cop a quick feel or kiss. Nothing.

      No more Franklin and Eleanor.

      Mel sometimes wondered if they would ever be a couple again. What started as a fight ultimately revealed his issue with anger and his penchant for rabid ultimatums and pivotal tests of her loyalty.

      The thing was: Mel could not be less than what she was, not for anyone. Not even for love. Mel could not compromise a millimeter when it came to herself.

      As badly as this hurt, and as much as she missed him, she refused to offer the damn laurel and make peace. She couldn’t deny what she felt was probably what everyone else called “falling in love.”

      It hurt more than she ever dreamed. It consumed her as exclusively as art and work and travel. She was, without exception, most interested in pleasing herself. What she had now was a conundrum to her and she wasn’t so sure it was a good thing.
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      FAMILY DINNER NIGHT AT their parents’ house included Ben and his wife Jocelyn and their younger daughter Jade. Their older daughter Lillian came with her husband Matt and their son Benny. Four generations were represented: Jack, Ben, Lillian and Benny. The middle child, Charlie, was married to Cami and their twins Ethan and Isaac were there as well. It was the entire immediate family. Including Melanie. She was all alone, however, without a significant other, as usual. This time, it annoyed her, while it never used to bother her. She silently cursed stupid Kyle and his penchant for hiding things. Did she care? She should not have. After all, Kyle wasn’t her long-term boyfriend, or anybody she was in love with. She’d never been in love so why would it matter? It was just another ordinary family dinner.

      Erin cooked a roast and vegetables with two different salads and dinner rolls. After the meal, all of them were stuffed to the gills and complained about eating too much. Everyone found a comfy spot in the big, airy living room to flop down. There were two full-length couches and two recliners. Verbal sparring followed and Melanie listened with half an ear. For the first time in a large group of people, her own family members no less, she felt alienated and strange. Cut off from everyone. She almost felt lonely. She enjoyed seeing all of them in the house where she grew up, but she missed someone… freaking Kyle. Why in the hell was that? Why would she need Kyle beside her to fully participate and enjoy her own family?

      She never needed anyone before now. She was actually wishing that stupid Kyle were there. Stupid dating. Stupid man. Both his story telling and the strange reaction to his sister were disappointing to Mel, and she didn’t know how to interpret the latest developments.

      Melanie helped her mom with the dishes while Charlie and Cami put the leftover food away. Her mom came into the living room and sat in her chair. Yes, Erin had her own designated recliner. No one else would dare to sit there. Erin’s was smaller than most recliners but just the right size to accommodate her small height. She loved it for that reason. Erin rocked a few times until Jack came over and kneeled down to say something to her. His back was to Melanie so she couldn’t see their faces. Jack lifted Erin’s hand in a tight grip and ran his thumbs over her fingers. Then he nodded his head before turning to face the others.

      “Hey, guys… we’ve got something to tell you.”

      Jack stood up as he spoke and came around the side of Erin’s chair, his hand still gripping hers. Tightly. Tilting her head, Melanie tried her best to predict their announcement, but she could not figure out why they had to hold hands while doing so. They didn’t usually constantly touch each other.

      Charlie and Cami came in from the kitchen and flopped down on one of the couches. Ben and Jocelyn were already sitting on the other couch. Lillian and Matt sat with Jade and play-wrestled with their son Benny.

      The twins were staring at the TV but they both turned their attention to their grandparents. Ethan turned the TV down without anyone asking him to.

      “What is it? You two taking off for a trip abroad or something?” Ben asked, his smile lightening the tension.

      “No. We only wish it were that,” Erin said with a glance at Jack.

      A dining room chair was brought in next to Erin’s chair. Jack scooted it forward, sitting on the edge, and still, he never let go of Erin’s hand. It was so unlike them. Melanie knew all of their familiar mannerisms and squeezing each other’s hand as they prepared to share something with their kids wasn’t the usual protocol.

      Sitting up a bit straighter, a wave of apprehension overcame Melanie. What is going on? Examining both of their faces more carefully, she noticed the lines of distress bracketing her mom’s face and felt sure both of them were trying their best to keep a neutral expression.

      “What’s going on?” Melanie asked when she could stand it no longer. Her sharp tone caught everyone off guard, and they immediately looked at her.

      Erin caught Mel’s eye, and she bit her lip as she nodded. Taking one last glance at her dad, who merely shrugged, Melanie did not miss the distress that sneaked across his face. “Yes, well, something is going on. We’re just having a hard time voicing it. We thought of taking you all aside individually, but we worried that the order we chose might upset some of you…” Her mom’s voice wandered off and she shuddered.

      Fuck. What is wrong?

      “Just say it,” Melanie commanded, narrowing her eyes hard on them.

      Her dad cleared his throat. “I will ask you all to please let me finish before you get upset or start to react.”

      Upset? Finish? Melanie wrung her hands, which were clammy with sweat and her stomach flopped over in anticipation.

      “What is it, Dad?” Ben’s deep voice interjected. Melanie couldn’t take her eyes off either of them. Digging her fingers into her wrist, she began taking deep breaths and chanting a mantra, whatever it was, they’d figure it out. Everything will be okay. It had to be. Her dad was Jack Rydell. He was practically a landmark in the valley. A statue. A living legend. He was her wonderful, lovable father.

      “I had some tests done recently and they found something. After some more tests, they confirmed I have Hodgkins Lymphoma. Fortunately, it is more predictable than Non-Hodgkins Lymphoma and they caught it early, so we have much to be grateful for and plenty of optimism.”

      His voice spoke clearly and strong, with a gentle tone. But Melanie was unsure if she understood the gist of what he said. “Is it… cancer?” she voiced out loud, the puzzlement in her tone representing all of them.

      Jack’s gaze swung back to her. “Yeah, honey, I’m afraid it is cancer.”

      The words hung in the room and all the oxygen seemed to get sucked out. Melanie’s heart fluttered way too fast and her brain spun in circles. Collective gasps and exclamations were perceptible around her, but no one else in the room registered in her mind.

      “But listen, please, listen, kids. It’s a terrible prognosis, we know that. But there are some positives and I—I mean, we, want you all to hear them. This cancer is treatable. It isn’t like Kate’s.”

      Kate.

      Of course, that was where they all leapt in their heads. Cancer. Death. It took almost a year for Kate to die. The thought of her father having to endure that felt like fingers closing around Melanie’s throat. She could not face it. Would he get sick and slowly deteriorate…? Her dad was never sick a day in his life. Occasionally he got a cold but never more often than every few years. He was blessed with good health, or so it seemed.

      His half-sister died of cancer.

      Jack was still speaking to everyone. He rushed to reassure them it was not the same cancer as Kate’s, nor the same dire prognosis. The detection of it so early gave it the best possible chance of remission. There was an effective treatment and no shortage of hope. Jack said he had a few cancerous nodules around his neck and chest, but after a robust course of chemotherapy over the next six months, there was every reason to expect it to go into remission.

      The sounds and sights Melanie perceived all blended together in a collage of colors. She could find no distinguishable images. Her initial disbelief was overwhelming and at the same time, accepting. She saw the stricken gazes of her family members. She almost wished Jack would please stop saying those words. Stop it now! She wanted to cover her ears, shake her head and refuse to allow the awful words to register inside her head. Or her heart.

      The blurriness in her eyes was caused by the hot tears streaming down her face. She wiped them but couldn’t stop them. She was lost in her own thoughts until she heard a new voice and she knew at once who was speaking. Her mom. Oh, no. Her poor mother. What fear and heartache was she enduring? She heard Jocelyn speak next. Then Lillian. Then Charlie. But what about Ben? Where was he? She sniffed as she wiped her face and saw Ben staring down at his feet. He was not moving or responding. The shock was apparently overwhelming. Ben responded with numb inertia.

      Shaking off the lethargy, Melanie zeroed in on her parents. She needed to hear more words of reassurance. Repeated as often as necessary. Over and over. The whole family needed to be comforted.

      Cancer.

      The dreaded name made her want to cover her head and plug her ears, or maybe just scream. The good words Jack said, like “treatable,” and they “caught it early,” and the “statistics of survival are high” failed to provide any solace. No balm could ease the brutality of the word that crushed them. Her father had cancer.

      Fucking hell.

      Melanie’s heart was beating so hard and fast, she feared she’d suffer a heart attack. Most likely, she was having a panic attack. It wasn’t her first panic attack. She tried to center all of her concentration on breathing, slowly inhaling and exhaling, allowing the oxygen to enter her throat and her lungs before going back out. Hands were suddenly on her shoulders. Startled, she actually jumped before she looked up. Jack pulled her into his arms. His big hands stroked her hair, just like he used to do when she was a little girl. All the myriad things that upset her over the years from skinned knees, to unfair big brothers, to bullying at school, well, hell, not one of them could approach the gravity of this TLC session.

      The diagnosis of cancer was pivotal. Not only to Melanie but to all of them. She realized that with a shudder. She was selfishly turning it into something that happened to her. This wasn’t just about her. Jack belonged to all of them.

      Mel let her dad hug her until the dizzying, suffocating panic attack passed. When she reluctantly released him, she said, “I think I can breathe normally now. I was just…”

      “Yeah. I know. I had the same reaction. Both your mom and I did.” Melanie wiped her tears and glanced around the room. Almost everyone was either in tears or staring vacantly with a grim expression. Cancer was no small thing, and she wasn’t overreacting. Everyone experienced the suffocating fear, not just her.

      “We wanted you all to know the facts. I have a scan next week and then we’ll begin my treatment. It’ll suck, sure, but really, we have every reason to hope…”

      “It’s not like Kate. You’ll be okay.” Cami’s voice sounded so sure. Kate was officially her stepmother but to Cami she was her real mother. “I know it. I know you’ll get through this.”

      Jack’s smile to Cami was so sweet and he recognized her need for reassurance. “Agreed, Cami. I will. We will all survive this. And things are going to be different.”

      The somber mood began to lift as the initial shock dissipated. Lots of hugs and hand holding occurred between most of the family members.

      Everybody except Ben. He never lifted his gaze off his feet. Jocelyn eventually touched his shoulder.

      He jumped and said, “I… I need some air. I’ll be outside.”

      Then he briskly walked out. The room grew quiet at the slamming of the door behind him. Jack shook his head. “He just needs more time and a little space. He always does that whenever he gets upset.”

      Jocelyn snorted. “Don’t we all know. I’ll go check on him.”

      “Do you mind if I go?” Charlie asked, rising to his feet. Both of Mel’s brothers had the signature red hair of their father. Ben’s hair was more of an auburn and Charlie’s was bright red locks. Now a distinguished man with gray beginning at his temples, Charlie only appeared wiser and more intelligent. He was handsome, calm, collected, and cool most of the time. As he was now. He dressed well too, beyond what his job required. Charlie was a successful financial consultant who commuted to several international corporations to manage their portfolios. But he still dressed in designer suits like the days of his youth when he and Cami lived abroad in several different destination locations. They did that for close to a decade.

      “Of course,” Jocelyn said as she hugged Jade.

      Melanie didn’t ask for anyone’s permission. She waited a few moments and slipped toward the hallway before exiting out the back door.

      She wanted to see her brothers. She guessed where they were.

      The moon was full, and the night had cooled down significantly. Rubbing her arms, she walked towards the barn.

      There were several barns on the ranch. One was dedicated to the River Rescue; it was where they rehabilitated sick, abused and traumatized horses. There was also a large, commercial covered arena surrounded by a multitude of stalls that was used for various events and competitions. They rented some of the space out for privately-owned livestock, and also boarded other people’s horses there.

      Ben was in charge of all that.

      But there was one special barn. It was the original barn from the first homestead of Ben and Charlie’s youth. It was where Jack worked and hung out primarily. The original homestead and outbuildings burned to the ground in ’14 but this barn survived.

      Now it was used for the Rydell’s personal horses and those of their family and friends.

      Mel entered the old barn. She found Ben sitting on a hay bale with Charlie standing nearby, his foot resting on the gate of a stall and one elbow slung over it.

      They weren’t talking.

      They always liked hanging around Dad’s favorite barn.

      “Do you guys ever wish things hadn’t changed? That Dad never met my mom and had me?” Mel asked them curiously and right out of the blue. Stepping closer, she entered the dim light that came from the far end of the barn. The yard lights and moon made grotesque shadows over the land.

      Startled at her entrance, Ben’s face jerked up and Charlie swung around. Ben eyed her with a scowl. “What a stupid thing to say. Have we ever acted like we don’t want you here? You’ve been a spoiled brat since the day you were born, Smellanie. Come off it.”

      She smiled at the old nickname he used. During her teen years, she was self-conscious and much more fragile than now. Despite the stark age gap, they were always obnoxious older brothers to Mel.

      “I hate that name.”

      Charlie chuckled. “We had to call you something awful. You always accused us of trying to be your dad, so we had to distinguish ourselves.”

      She flopped down on the old, battered stool that was near the built-in work bench in the wall of the barn. “I hated feeling like I had three dads. Imagine if you grew up with three authority figures constantly repeating the same damn warnings. And my actual father, the oldest of the bunch, was more progressive and understanding than either of you. You two Neanderthals all but brought shotguns to defend me from my own teenage angst and any bullies I encountered.

      They exchanged smiles. “Damn right, Mel. Remember that little fucker, Ritter? He was spreading lies and rumors online…” Charlie said.

      “Yes, and we all but made the fucker piss his pants when we accidentally ran into him in town,” Ben chimed in with a grin.

      “That was no accident, and I was humiliated for weeks. He told everyone my brothers were homicidal maniacs.”

      “Yeah,” Ben recalled, smiling wider.

      Silence fell between them. “Why did you ask us that question?” Charlie inquired.

      She shrugged and stared at her fingers. “I was thinking you came here because it reminds you of your childhood, Dad’s and your mom’s, not mine. This is a place you still love from when you were kids. I guess I just wondered if you ever wished it turned out differently.”

      “Dad first saw your mom when she was standing right there in that doorway,” Ben said softly.

      Charlie added, “Erin’s as much my mom as she is yours. I don’t really remember anything about mine.”

      “You’re right though, this barn brings back so many images from my childhood. I can remember him being here with my mom, then we were alone for many years until Erin showed up. Then I remember the fire. Things were hard then. But the pendulum swung back and suddenly, you popped up in the picture,” Ben said nostalgically with a dreamy look in his eyes.

      “God help us all,” Charlie smirked at her. She stuck her tongue out at him.

      “You guys were the age I am now. What was that like? I mean, I can’t imagine Mom and Dad having another baby when I’m this age.”

      Charlie snickered. “Oh, crap. Dad was a mess when he told us. I had the job of telling him Cami was pregnant, which I considered a tragedy because it was such unwanted news to me. You know the story. It wasn’t the finest hour for Cami and me, but in telling Dad about it, he turned every strange color you could imagine. Then I thought he might pass out because he got so nervous to announce his and Erin’s news.”

      “I forgot that part. Cami lost the baby not too long after that, right?”

      “Yeah, and Kailynn and Ian were pregnant with Hunter while Dad and Erin were having you. He got so stressed. The age difference bothered him a lot, knowing that Lillian would be older than you. He was such a mess.” Charlie looked down and shook his head. “I don’t know how anyone feels comfortable discussing sex with their parents, right? I think that was his biggest hang-up. But don’t forget, he was so fucking happy to have you with Erin. It was weird at first. Especially for me. I wasn’t here the first few years of your life. I popped in and out of here to visit and you were this little baby girl, then a toddler, and finally a girl… but you were cute as hell. It took me a few years to really feel like a brother around you.”

      “It did?” Melanie replied with a snort, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Oh, hell yeah. I was so glad not to be the youngest anymore. I used to get picked on… until you came along and all of that went to you.” Charlie teased.

      Ben added. “Dad was reenergized when you were born. Despite the circumstances. Yeah, he was old but his life never went as he planned it. He always adjusted and found a new and different happiness. His second round of happiness was a long time coming. I saw him at his worst. You had him when he was so much better.”

      “Did you ever feel replaced or disconnected? I mean, I was so young, even your own daughter was older than me.”

      “No. Hell, you were just my little sis from the moment I first held you. When you grew up and got all that attitude and sass, I had more fun than I expected. I loved giving you crap and being your annoying, over-protective, coddling older brother. I still like it,” Ben said with a shrug and grin.

      His words made her grin back until their smiles faded together and the stark reality started to settle back over them. Whispering now, she asked, “He’ll be okay. Right? I mean, it’s Dad, Jack Rydell. I know he’s seventy-five and he isn’t young, but he just seems so permanent here. I mean, I can’t imagine… this place…”

      “I know,” Ben said in so low a tone, Mel almost didn’t hear him. “I used to worry that I could never be like Jack Rydell. I could never live up to his reputation and all the things he can do and handle. His natural leadership and public respect were two things I longed for. It took me years to realize I simply couldn’t be him. I had to find a new place for myself. I’m not Jack. But damn. Did he teach me all about life,” Ben said.

      “And he never tried to force me to be anything but what I was. My choice to reject a life as a rancher or farmer was as acceptable to Dad as if I chose it,” Charlie added.

      “Yeah, try being his bisexual artist daughter who frames houses. When I brought my boss home, Dad never even batted an eye.”

      “You have his presence, Melanie.”

      Startled at Ben’s voice, she looked across the space at him. “What? What do you mean?”

      “Out of everyone, you are the most like him. You have the genes of leadership, unrelenting strength, and the ability to stand on your own two feet, despite any adversity or obstacles. You look like your mother, but your personality is all Dad.”

      “I can’t whisper to horses and make them dance for me. You can do that.”

      Ben’s smile was small and sweet. “True. I definitely inherited Dad’s training genes. I learned how to run a ranch and raise horses from him. But the inner core stuff, the sense of presence and what others respond to? You’re all Dad, Mel. It’s surprising to realize. Dad’s legacy isn’t inside me and it’s not in Charlie. It’s his late-in-life daughter. The girl who shuns all labels except being Jack Rydell’s daughter. You wear that moniker like a gold banner.”

      Looking down, she nodded. “I do. Dad belongs to everyone here. He has a special relationship with so many. Like Violet and the work with the Rescue. He’s so proud of her. And Lillian as his oldest grandchild, and the twins for being Charlie’s boys, and Jade of course, who looks like Lily. Especially you two. All the manly stuff you share. And his brothers as well. The list goes on… So many people worship, care about and rely on him. Everyone finds him as funny and sweet and self-deprecating as I do. I always knew somehow… that…”

      “What?”

      “Dad was kind of mine. I think I was his… favorite somehow.” Burning up with heat, she amazed herself when she said it out loud. Dad didn’t have any favorites. He loved lots of people and had special bonds with many more than Melanie could think of.

      Suddenly, raucous laughter filled the barn. Startled, Mel glanced up. Ben was shaking his head. “Funny, when we were in there and he told us about his cancer, I choked up. I was frozen with shock, and I couldn’t look at him. I knew if I made eye contact with him, I’d break down and start to cry. Because we have such a unique and special bond. How can I survive without Jack Rydell? How can anyone? I worried that others would know I was his…”

      “Favorite?” Melanie supplied with a small grin of understanding.

      Charlie snorted. “Fuck no. You’re both wrong. I was always his favorite. He took unparalleled pride in all my dreams and ambitions. He helped nurse every one of them bit by bit and his unflagging belief in me set me up to literally travel and live all over the world. When I came home to visit, he loved to listen to my stories. He still does. He and I often have conversations involving subjects that no one but Cami and I discuss. He has a special spot for me because…”

      “You’re his favorite,” Melanie and Ben said in sync.

      They all stared at each other before their sad reminiscence and stories had them laughing so hard, the tears rolled down their cheeks. Then it changed and all the humor evaporated. Now it was grief. Crying and sobbing, Melanie was relieved when Ben and Charlie came over and made a three-person hug.

      Leaning back, she shook her head. “Dad probably makes everyone feel special, like they’re his favorite and he has a special spot in his heart just for them. I think that’s part of Dad’s gift. His charm and gentle appeal.”

      “Yep. I bet if I ask my own daughters, they’ll each think the same thing we did.”

      They sniffled as they gradually released each other. “I can’t believe this,” Ben said.

      “I kind of thought he was invincible,” Charlie added.

      “I think we all did.”

      “God, what about Mom? Imagine what she’s thinking…” Melanie replied.

      “Dad’s tough. He’ll—”

      Mel cut him off. “Please stop all the pep talks, Ben. I just want to embrace this whole experience. I’ll get to the optimistic side and all that eventually. But right now, for just a few moments, I just need to be sad that this is happening to him. And for the tough treatment he has to endure. It’s almost worse than the disease and it will make him sick. I’m afraid when I realize what he has kills people. It killed our aunt. And I don’t want to feel all sad and scared but I just… I do. Right now, that’s how I feel.”

      Ben nodded and finally sniffled. “Yeah. I get that. I do too. I hate how helpless we are. I can’t do anything to help him. I can’t fix it and I can’t stand it. I want to defend him and save him, and this is all just—”

      “The waiting is the worst part. It’s the most helpless feeling of all,” Charlie said.

      “Yeah.”

      “Yeah.” They all agreed with dull, sad voices.

      And that was the crux of their profound answer for how to deal with their father having cancer.

      Cancer. The word sent chills down her back again.

      “We should space out these sad conversations,” Melanie said, leaning back when she caught her brothers’ gazes.

      “He wouldn’t expect us to be morbid about it.”

      “He doesn’t need to worry about us for now. You know? Ben, why don’t you go see him? He saw me cry and he hugged me, Charlie was all sincere and you were gone. Why don’t you go back and talk to him? Tell him all the things you usually don’t have the balls to say. His kind of news deserves that kind of moment.”

      “I’m not ready to say my goodbyes or any of that shit, Melanie.”

      “No, I don’t mean that. Life just kicked us in the ass and Dad isn’t forty, so we’re damn lucky to have him and we need to tell and show him that. All of us.”

      Ben nodded as he stepped back and ran his hand through his hair. “Okay. I can handle that. But he will be okay. I’m not going there to say a sad, existential, macabre goodbye to him.”

      Mel put her fist out. “Deal.” Her brothers fist-bumped her fist and Ben spun around, walking to the doorway before he suddenly stopped.

      “Fuck it. This is our moment too. I love you both. Charlie, for being the little brother who annoyed me to no end and became my best friend, and Melanie, for being the unexpected sister that I can’t imagine living without. I love you both so much. Dad will be okay. And, one more thing, just so you both know, I am definitely Dad’s favorite.” Then Ben saluted, grinned and winked as he spun on his heel and scurried away.

      Melanie flipped him off, for Charlie’s sake, but smiled since it lightened the morose mood.

      “I should go check on Cami and the boys. Cami just lost her mom, the boys’ grandma, and now this… Life isn’t easy… not for anyone…”

      “But you owe them some consolation. They just lost their grandma and now their grandpa is saying he has the same damn disease. Of course, they’ll be distraught and scared. All the possible things that must be running through their minds… They’re not adults yet. We are. So go. Take care of them.”

      Charlie hesitated. “And you? Where do you plan to go, little sis?”

      She shook her head. “Fucking Kyle’s.”

      “I thought that ended.”

      “Not yet. It was derailed. And completely rewritten so I have no idea what it is anymore. But as soon as we heard Dad’s news, I wished…”

      “That Kyle was there?”

      “Yeah.” She shrugged at her totally girlish reaction. Why did she want the company of the man who lied and hurt her? “Just like a typical stupid girl. I hate knowing that I wanted him there.”

      “Are you in love, Mel?”

      “No clue yet. But I can’t just walk away. It’s a whole new level for me.”

      He grinned. “Yeah, that is a new level for you. If you need anything, day or night, you know I’m right here. After all, I’m your favorite big brother… and Dad’s favorite.” He gave her a quick squeeze before he released her with a wink. Then Charlie left too. She was glad to be laughing at her older brothers and relieved they could ease the terrible tension of the day.

      Melanie left the old barn, now so quiet except for the soft nuzzling of horses and a few hoof stomps here and there. It instantly comforted her. Like a lullaby from her childhood.

      The Rydell River Ranch. Stepping out of the barn, her heart swelled as the bright moonlight swathed the pastoral view of horses and the fields around her. On the left was the giant arena, and before her stretched the road. The dark mountain silhouette appeared to be scraping the sky and stars. Melanie so loved the land and the whole vibe of the place. The way the horses grazed and swayed, the rolling hills of farmland, the constant river rushing behind her.

      This was her home. The setting of her childhood. The place of her family.

      Her Dad’s dream.

      Melanie knew it was time that she simply came home for good.

      With a heavy heart full of grief and fear, and her undying love for all that she saw around her, she walked back to the house. When she reached her car, she got in and drove out the gates, heading down the quiet, country road into the moonlit night.

      There was only one person she wanted to see right now, who was probably the last person she should see. What if he slammed the door in her face?

      For once, Melanie considered it her only chance and she had to take it.
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      MELANIE KNOCKED HARD TWICE in a row on the door of Kyle’s trailer, then stepped back and waited. Moments later, it swung open.

      Kyle’s dark head popped out and he stared down at her with visible astonishment. “Melanie?”

      “Can I come in?”

      He glanced at her briefly and nodded as she opened the door wider.

      Entering, she glanced around and instantly felt uncomfortable. She walked to the kitchen area and set her hands on the counter edge while sucking huge gulpfuls of air into her lungs, as if she needed oxygen for courage. Then she flipped around. He was standing next to the closed front door. Arms crossed over his chest, Kyle’s expression was not angry or cold, but neither was he welcoming. Guarded best described his demeanor when he looked up at her.

      “Well…?” he finally voiced after a long silence.

      Swallowing, she shook her head. “I don’t know why I came here… I don’t want to talk about my issues with you yet. I can’t. I just…”

      “What?”

      She dropped her hands to her sides and fisted them. “I don’t know exactly. You were just the first person I wanted to see.”

      “About what?”

      “My father has cancer. He told us tonight.” The words shot out in a rush.

      Staring at her feet, Melanie’s tears were blinding her. Just two words: father and cancer made her eyes instantly water. All at once, she was swooped up into Kyle’s arms. No hesitancy. No questions. Kyle just swept her into his arms and held her close to his chest as if she were a precious stone. Fragile. Priceless. Maybe he felt like she was both of those things to him? She didn’t know, but it sure came across that  he felt strong feelings for her based on his instant reaction.

      She clung to him, wrapping her arms tightly around his waist, resting her head on his shoulder and just crying. She cried and cried. All the fears, worries and panic that she tried so valiantly to conceal and stifle for the sake of her family surged forth. Finally, she was here, with him, in a safe place where she could let it all go. She didn’t want to freak out around her family as if she expected her dad to die. Of course, that couldn’t happen. But she needed a moment, or maybe a few more, to simply express her fears. Trying to constantly suppress the rush of feelings inside her was making her lose control. She couldn’t tell the person who had cancer or any of her loved ones. Not after the last family member diagnosed with cancer died from it soon after.  Only a monster would dare give voice to what she was feeling.

      But sealing up her innermost thoughts was not healthy either. She needed a safe place to release them. And the only person she trusted enough to do that with was Kyle, the man she now clung to. Sobbing incoherently, she muttered, “I can’t lose him. I can’t. I know he’s old, older than most dads, but I can’t… I can’t… I just can’t… he’s so special. So different. I can’t…”

      He lowered his head closer to hers and pressed his mouth on her ear. She trembled when his warm breath slid over the side of her face. “I know. I know he is. Of course, you can’t,” he softly whispered. His soothing voice and sweet words of agreement helped make her validated and accepted.

      She began sobbing even harder until her entire body convulsed. Her chest shook and her head wrenched back and forth. The fear that she previously repressed suddenly turned into a fire-breathing dragon escaped from its lair and ready to burn up the entire world. She cringed at the claws of terror that stabbed her guts and seemed to climb through all her limbs in its black, dark, evil grip. No words could make her feel better. No visions of hope and light and everything being okay could ease Melanie’s gut-level fear.

      She could not bear to lose her dad.

      Her only release was the incessant flow of tears. Convulsing, heart-wrenching, gut-aching tears. They rolled down her face. When she shook her head, they flew off and dampened Kyle’s shirt and skin. But Kyle stood by her like a loyal dog. He responded to every movement she made and tightened his hold on her. She was incoherent, but he made no effort to calm her. Nothing could console her now. Her grief was unimaginable.

      Mel sobbed and slobbered and wept her eyes out, facing all the big, scary things that her brain, heart, and soul feared the most. The sheer panic and eternal heartache when she thought of living here on the earth without Jack Rydell was overwhelming. No one could realize what it meant to her. She clung to Jack more as a lifeline than as a father. No one responded to him with the adulation, joy, and bliss that Melanie did.

      On any other day, she’d have to admit that wasn’t true, of course. Erin loved him like that. So did her brothers and all of their kids. Hell, all the cousins and Jack’s own brothers did too. Kate loved him when she was alive. But for a precious moment or two, there were no other Rydells around and Mel could uncork her selfish, unmitigated fountain of grief and raw emotions. For a few moments, she could believe that no one loved Jack Rydell as much as she did, and she could never survive the loss of him. That was the terror now constraining her.

      She didn’t give a fig about Kyle or what he saw. Being strong and calm and hopeful wasn’t any asset to her at this point. Jack Rydell was the only man in the world. Her father. Only Jack could ease her fears by kicking cancer and living forever.

      Kyle didn’t calm or try to soothe her, but held her and spoke softly, saying kind things. He allowed her to express her grief because he knew she could not shut it down. In the back of her mind, she was grateful for his reticence. He was a damn good listener.

      Choking sobs made her shudder and she made odd hiccupping sounds as she rubbed her face into his shirt as if it were a towel. After several longer, sobbing moments, she started to slow down. Then, to his surprise, she said, “I’m so mad at you.”

      “I know you are.” He spoke softly into her ear in the same calming tone he used previously.

      Sniffling while her tears still streamed, she took in a shuddering breath and said, “I didn’t want to come here.”

      “I believe it,” he agreed in the same warm, cajoling tone without asking why.

      “I couldn’t… I didn’t want to see anyone else.”

      His arms tightened around her. “I wouldn’t want you to.”

      “Do you understand…?”

      “I understand. Everything. What being here means to you. What your dad means to you. And that I’m not forgiven. But you’re still glad to be here.”

      “I don’t need you.”

      “But you wanted me?” He sounded surprised.

      “No. I didn’t want you. I was desperate for you. And I—I hate that feeling. I hate being clingy or needy with anyone. Yet… here I am.”

      He nudged her back to make enough space between them to see her face. Still wiping her residual tears, she used her sleeve to dry most of them off. He gently took her wrist in his thumb and forefinger. “Don’t hate anything. Just accept it. You did whatever you had to do. You don’t have to fake or hide anything with me. No judgment here.”

      She closed her eyes as his deep, quiet voice penetrated her skull, and the tension at the back of her neck and spine began to unwind. More tears stung her eyes. She flipped her eyes open. “You just wanted information from me. About Kyomi and your brother. You just wanted… this to happen.”

      He sighed heavily. “Did I?”

      Her thoughts were muddled and hazy in her overwrought brain, but some unexplainable correlation shone as the light of truth for her. “You wanted the same thing from me. One hundred percent support during your ugliest moments.”

      His half smile was both ironic and heartbreaking in its tenderness. “Maybe. I just didn’t do a good job explaining myself. Or anything else for that matter.”

      His hand dropped her wrist and he used both hands to cup her face. Gripping her cheeks with a gentle caress, his large, callused, construction-worn hands—that matched her own in terms of roughness—seemed unable to hold her so softly. He towered over her, his face peering down into hers, memorizing every feature from her cloudy, red, tear-filled eyes to her swollen, runny nose and soggy cheeks. To Kyle, she was the sun and the earth, at least, that’s what his eyes told her.

      He sensed the way she felt. Despite her refusal to speak to him, nothing could change the odd, new, compulsive urge she felt for him when her heart broke, and her happy life simply stopped. Kyle was the one she had to tell. No matter what led up to that moment. She sensed he felt the same.

      Placing his thumbs over her cheeks, he touched the delicate skin under her eyes and his smile made her feel like the queen of an obscure, magical kingdom that he was extremely privileged to touch. He started to lower his head, locking his gaze on hers. All the power belonged to her.

      She gripped his shirt and fisted it in her hands, rising onto her tiptoes to close the gap between them. His lips touched hers in a soft, long, wonderful kiss. It was filled with understanding and care. The comfort and connection they both conveyed was reciprocal. He held her face in his warm palms as if it were as fragile as a hummingbird’s nest. He drew out her grief and mournful feelings and warmed and soothed her with his brilliant mouth.

      When she finally regained her composure, the tears slowed until they finally stopped. As her senses started to return and the inertia and concrete that seemed to confine her limbs dissipated, she began to respond to him. She pushed on his chest and tightened her arms around his middle. He angled his mouth over her mouth and grazed his tongue over the crease of her lips. Instantly, she opened her mouth and he filled it with his tongue and wet-hot energy and desire. His tongue slid over hers with familiarity, caressing and caring. Sparks flew from the skin-to-skin contact, and he fully plunged his hot tongue deep inside her mouth.

      She moaned, but the anguish was absent now, replaced by desire. She thrust her tongue against his and they started kissing in a hot, energetic twisting and wrestling of tongues and lips, plunging them deep inside each other’s mouths.

      He slipped his hands over her shoulders, rubbing the length of her spine as her taut muscles trembled with joy. Stopping the massage, he slipped his hands along her butt and under each cheek. He pushed her hard with a jolt until she smashed against him.

      His body was hot to the touch and hard in contrast to her soft, inviting flesh.  A warm dampness pooled at her center. She craved him. Now she needed him in a much more sensuous way, to remind herself that she was still, in fact, alive.

      Brushing her mouth over his, she spoke between kisses. “Now. Kyle. I need you so much.”

      His body responded to her words, and he slammed her against him, pushing her back and then bringing her forward. He struggled to pull off her pants. Hands shaking, he tried to work on them. She pushed him away and with poise and efficiency, kicked her shoes off and stripped off her pants and underwear. Kyle did the same to himself.

      He swept her back up in his arms and gripped her ass with his big hands. Lifting her up, he split her legs open so she could straddle him, and he could enter her. Bare skin to bare skin, she moaned in ecstasy when his hot tip grazed her wet, silky center.

      His head moved and she wondered if he were scanning the room for a flat surface? She didn’t care. Closing her eyes, she lost herself in his big body all around her. His hands were squeezing her butt cheeks as he moved a few steps. Then, she was being lowered. Right onto the floor. The coarse fiber of the throw rug in the small living room scratched her back. “This might hurt. Flip over.”

      “No. Just do it now. Hard. I need you. Kyle… please.”

      He lay her down and slipped back far enough to lap up her naked body before him. She was sitting up on her elbows, her knees parted for his full viewing.

      He was on top of her in a nanosecond. He entered her without any preamble or hesitation. Swiftly and fully, he buried himself inside her. She moved her back and the rough rug abraded it. She reveled in all the contrasting sensations. “Yes!” she screamed when he hit the right spot deep inside her. The groan that followed let him know she meant it. He quit the suspenseful foreplay and simply started hammering hard into her. He nibbled on her jiggling, flopping nipple and the sensations he created reached all the deep, needy, achy bits inside her. She savored the lightning-hot sensations. Suspended in time, she became no more than a ball of energy stimulated by his touch. The screams from her mouth were as dramatic as when she was crying.

      “KYLE! OH, OH, YES! KYLE! MORE!” She shrieked incoherently when all words escaped her. He obeyed her commands as her body climaxed twice before he had his first one. She flopped onto the floor, and he followed her, lying on his back.

      His trailer was so silent, she could hear him when he turned his head towards her. Sensing him staring, she looked over to find his face only inches from hers. They gazed at each other without speaking. Smiling, he set his hand in her hair and pushed the loose strands back. “We need to talk.”

      Mel responded by cracking up with laughter. After bursting into his home and launching into the most epic of crying jags, interrupting his day, and spraying him with her tears and snot, this happened. The two of them lying on the floor. And his words in the afterglow of their tryst were so stereotypical that she found them extremely amusing.

      It felt good to laugh after all the darkness and intense emotions. The white-hot sensations simmered down into a wonderful, warm, joyous sense of relief. Things were almost normal. Laughter might have been the best medicine of all.

      “Yes. We do need to talk,” she agreed with a smile. “Who first?”

      “Time to adult?” He sighed as he sat up. She lifted her torso and followed him.

      “Fully adult,” she replied. They both started gathering their clothes. Slipping them on, she asked, “What were you doing when I arrived?”

      “Eating my heart out because my girlfriend wasn’t here. And mentally arguing whether or not I even have a girlfriend.”

      Slipping her pants on and snapping them, she looked up and asked, “And who won?”

      “Well, it’s inconclusive, so I guess you have to decide.”

      Clothed again, they observed each other from across the small room. The grief and passion took a lot out of her, including her reticence and anger. But she had no idea where that left them.

      “Um… got any alcohol? Maybe we can sit down and… talk this all out?”

      “I do have alcohol. Okay.” He opened a lower cabinet and came back with a bottle of tequila and two clean glasses. Sitting at the small table, they faced each other, and everything seemed calm and ordinary. But it was awkward now.

      Kyle slung back a long drink and shuddered at its effect. “So, they made the announcement tonight? Your parents, I assume, told you?”

      “Yes. Just before I came here. They told us after our family dinner.”

      “Family dinner.” He said the words to himself as if they were a foreign language and he’d never heard it pronounced that way. Her heart gripped with empathy.

      “You never got to enjoy family dinner nights?”

      “No. Not much family anything. But what exactly did they say to you?”

      Mel took a long swig for courage and fortification. Her throat was scratchy and her eyes burned. Rubbing them, she muttered, “Dad has Hodgkins Lymphoma. It’s cancer but it’s highly treatable. High statistics for a good outcome and all that. I took the news with a little shock and got upset. Because I held most of it in.  My brothers escaped to the old barn where my dad used to spend all his time. I met them out there and we talked. That helped a lot. But it wasn’t… enough. I knew it was selfish for me to freak out with my family. Losing Kate to cancer and then Dad getting it is traumatic enough; just hearing the word is cause for fright, I have to admit. For all of us. It varies for different reasons and in different degrees. But I can’t share how scared this makes me. I left there and Ben was going to check on Mom and Dad, and I just had to cry. I had to let the worst play out for me. Maybe now I can go back and face the reality with genuine hope without blubbering like a jerk every time we have to discuss it. Or hell, every time I see my dad. I don’t own this heartache, or fear or love.”

      “When you’re calm and adulting,” he said with a kind smile.

      “That’s the truth of it.” She tossed back another drink. It literally made her quiver because it was so strong and unfamiliar to her. Instantly, her blood got warm, and her throat felt strange. “Kyle?”

      “Eleanor?”

      His mimic of her formal tone made her smile. “What happened?” she all but whispered. “Seriously. I thought we were like, moving towards something together. Which is pretty big for me. And then you suddenly became a different person and in all the yelling and confusing information, I couldn’t follow the conversation. You forget sometimes that I have dyslexia. Maybe you don’t realize this, but it makes a big difference in how I process information. I have a language processing disorder so when multiple people are talking and yelling in anger, I find it confusing. I needed some signposts. First Hunter knew all about you and I didn’t. Then came the sudden entrance of your sister. There was so much going on that I couldn’t follow it—hell, maybe I haven’t processed it yet. I have questions. I need context and… and more details. Explanations.

      “And you freaked out on me. You said I couldn’t care about you if I didn’t ‘get’ what you wanted me to. I don’t roll that way. I always need more information before I understand. Notice how many questions I ask. I need all the details to paint the whole picture. If you can’t deal with that, or you don’t understand it, then…” She shrugged, cutting off her statement before she gulped and finished, “Then there is no point in any further conversation and adulting.”

      “Ahh, shit. I didn’t know any of that. It shouldn’t matter, of course. I should have listened to you. As the days passed, I figured that out. I wanted to just go to you, but I felt… frozen. I don’t know why, Melanie.  I owe you an apology. I wasn’t being an adult. Not only was I unfair but I punished you for something you had nothing to do with. I was a hurt teenager in that moment whose family didn’t believe him. I put all that on you. As if your unquestionable belief in me could compensate for my family, who did not believe me. Of course, I do want to keep moving forward with you. But only after you hear my explanation and know who I am. Then maybe we can figure it out together. But I want you to know, no matter what, I’ll support you through your dad’s ordeal. Okay? I’m not making myself available to you because you’re sleeping with me or calling yourself my girlfriend. I’m doing it because you’re my friend and I will remain your friend no matter what.”

      Her heart seemed to melt into a puddle inside her chest. Those were the words she needed to hear. That was the Kyle she wanted to keep getting to know.

      “So you’re done being an asshole?”

      His smile was slight. “For now. Doesn’t mean I won’t revert to it again. And acting unlike myself.”

      “Tell me the details then. Fill me in on what I don’t know.”

      “What do you know?”

      “You and Kodi had a fist fight that resulted in both of you going to the hospital.”

      “Yeah. He and I shared something in common. He wanted to deny it and pretend it didn’t happen. I knew it did. He needed help and when he denied it—what happened to us—I lost my mind. He was the only one who knew the truth. But when he refused to admit it, well, he allowed my parents to continue to deny it.”

      “Wait. So you were trying to tell your parents something and Kodi knew what it was and tried to keep it from them?”

      “Yes. That’s the basis for what happened.”

      Tilting her head, she asked softly, “Can you tell me what it is?”

      He pushed back his chair, standing upright, and gulping his drink down his throat. Slamming the glass on the table, he stepped back and started running his fingers through his hair. “I’ve known for weeks I needed to tell you this part or none of it will make sense. This information might convince you to forgive me when I so clearly don’t deserve it. Maybe you’ll see why I reacted so strongly. Mostly, I don’t want to relive it or admit it out loud again. The first time I did this, I was humiliated. Repelled. Rejected. I was even mocked by my own father. Try to keep that in mind, and since that was my past experience, I immediately relived the same feelings of hurt, humiliation, shame and rejection. It wasn’t about you, and I’m sorry I came down on you like I did. It was something I thought I could handle but when it came at me out of nowhere, clearly, I proved I could not. And you were right, I probably do need to revisit my therapist to give it proper context and finally get some closure to it.”

      Her heart thumped as reality dawned on her. She was sometimes slow to work her way through details and to process information. She often got ensnared by little details. But this time she saw the reality. She gasped and covered her mouth, her eyes bulging. Without thinking, she blurted out, “You and Kodi were abused by someone. You got hurt. You told your parents, and they didn’t believe you and when they asked Kodi, he denied it. So you attacked Kodi after your father mocked and attacked you. That had to have been the hardest thing you’ve ever done.”

      Kyle hung his head and kept his eyes riveted on the floor. “It’s almost like you were there.”

      That one sentence confirmed what she finally understood. The usual words associated with sexual abuse, like “childhood predator,” “victim,” and “survival” were unnecessary.

      A rush of sympathy and compassion overwhelmed Melanie. All this news came too close together. Her eyes were already swollen and nearly sealed shut. But her natural response was more tears. “Oh, God, Kyle…”

      “It’s nothing new. I did deal with it, contrary to what you may have witnessed to date. Five years of counseling taught me the cause of it. And how the rejection and subsequent disowning by my parents resulted in shame and self-loathing. I was a mixed-up, ugly soup for several years.”

      Again, there were so many questions on Melanie’s mind that she had no clue which one to ask first. She settled with “What made you go to counseling?”

      “Because I realized why Kodi decided it was much easier not to be here anymore. I wasn’t suicidal but the badness inside me and my horrible feelings and negative beliefs made me wonder if it might be easier to check out altogether. But in the end, I said no. Fuck that. I didn’t want that. I just needed—”

      “Help,” Mel finished softly. Pushing back her chair, she hurled herself at him. She had no idea if that were the right response. Should you touch a victim of sexual abuse while he’s telling you about it? Should you wait and ask? Consent was a big issue in abuse cases. The thought almost crossed her mind, but too late; she was already clinging to him. She wished she were taller and stronger so that she could hold and comfort him. But failing that, she settled for being hugged against his chest.

      Suddenly unsure, she tilted her head back and said, “Maybe I shouldn’t assume so much or just grab you.”

      He smiled at her and replied, “Nothing new to me. Believe it or not, up until this month, I convinced myself that I already slayed this particular dragon. When it reared its ugly head again at me, I didn’t expect it. I obviously didn’t handle it well, either.”

      “Can you tell me more about it?”

      “I can and I will.”

      “Not at the table. It’s too formal and separate from you.”

      “I talked most of this out with a clinical therapist. But I never had anyone comfort me about it.”

      “That’s my job. No matter what, we are friends first like you said. No matter what.”

      He took her hand and they slid onto his bed. He leaned his back on the headboard and she sat in front of him, her knees touching his outstretched legs.

      “Who did it?”

      “My dad’s brother. Old, drunken Uncle Howard. Must have been into teenage boys. Started on me when I was twelve and then moved on to Kodi. I had—I have a lot of guilt. I failed to protect my little brother. I actually didn’t know the fucking pervert was abusing him. It honestly never occurred to me. I mean, how stupid… right? I thought I was the only one he did it to. Ever. I was too ashamed to tell anyone. My uncle told me my parents gave him permission to do that to me. I bought it too, at first. But later, he controlled me with threats. Said he’d kill my mom if I told anyone. Said he’d start fucking Kyomi. And threatened to kill her too. Since he never mentioned Kodi, I didn’t think that—"

      His voice cracked. “Fuck. Now we come to the murder/suicide part. I haven’t really discussed it much.”

      “You don’t have to now. Do whatever you want.” She leaned forward and put her hand on his leg. He squeezed it with his hand.

      “Might as well just say all of it. I mean, you should know. I want you to understand… it would be really nice if even one person understood what really happened to me. Someone whom I don’t have to pay to listen,” he said with a tired smile. His gaze drifted off to the side.

      “My counselor explained how sexual predators work and think. First, they start cajoling the kid, manipulating them to do as they’re told, then they move on to threatening their loved ones, particularly parents and siblings, to keep their victims quiet. It’s pretty shocking how easily kids believe them. I often wonder why I didn’t run away screaming and tell someone. Anyone. I never did. You could say I was frozen with fear. And shame. All of it. I later learned how that is all too common too. Victims internalize the crime, and it turns their lives to shit. I did all that. It ate away at me from the inside out. I thought I was a pervert. And that it was my fault. Something had to be very evil inside of me to attract such a monster. I always thought it was my fault.”

      Melanie had no words, so she simply squeezed his hand and he squeezed hers back.

      “How did he get access to you?”

      “He lived out of state and visited us a couple times a year. He stayed inside our house and found ways to corner me alone. Later… he did the same to Kodi. When I was fifteen, I grew big enough and strong enough to make sure he never could get me alone again. He stopped around that time anyway, which I later deduced was because he switched his attention to Kodi.”

      “And you saw the signs and figured that out.”

      “Yeah. Kodi started acting even stranger than he usually did. Quieter. Darker. Gloomier. He would lie in bed for days. I caught him browsing on weird, dark websites. He was heading into some heavy, toxic shit. Kodi wasn’t only disturbed because of the abuse. He suffered from depression and mental health problems that exceeded my understanding. Maybe he was bi-polar or something. I honestly can’t say, but he got into some dark-themed crap. When I confronted him, he denied it, but I knew. His eyes flickered when I explicitly described what Howard was doing to him. I knew. He knew I knew. I wanted to protect him, even if I failed to protect myself. I failed because I was so weak and stupid that I believed an ugly, old drunk could have done me any harm. But I decided, fuck that, I’ll help Kodi. So I told my parents, and they refused to believe me. My mom started to cry and said I made it up to punish them. Dad sneered and called me cruel names. I told Kodi to back me up with the truth and he was too scared of my dad, so he taunted me. I lost my shit then and went after him. We were about the same height and weight, so it was a draw. We went at each other hard. My dad and a neighbor finally broke us apart.”

      Staring at their linked fingers, she asked, “So your dad was well aware of you and Kodi’s abuse by your uncle even if no one else knew.”

      “Yep.” He sniffled and stared with an absent, almost impassive look.

      She squeezed his leg. “You don’t need to continue now. We can wait a day or a week… or a year. Whatever you want, Kyle. I can see the big picture and I have the context now. I don’t need any more details. When and if you feel ready to give them, I’ll listen.”

      “Nah. Let’s just get it over with now.”

      “Only if you’re sure.”

      She adjusted her body, moving herself up against the headboard beside him. She leaned her head on his side. She liked the way he felt lying next to her. “When I saw Kodi with the gun in the barn, I tried to stop him. I knew what he was going to do. I went after him as fast as I could. I thought I could get it away from him. I really did. It never occurred to me that I’d fail, and he’d succeed.”

      “But he did,” she whispered.

      He nodded above her and shook the bed slightly, saying, “He did.”

      “And you witnessed that horrifying moment.”

      He snorted. “My teen years were one horrifying moment after another. But yeah. I think I blocked it out because it took a long time for me to get to it in therapy. I just couldn’t go there. I had no words to explain it. I mean, the abuse wasn’t my fault. And I eventually realized that. He was a fucking, sadistic pedophile who knew every trick in his fucked-up pedophile manual. What I thought was only about me turned out to be sickeningly common.

      “But when Kodi shot himself, it was all over. That possibility never entered my mind. Like a snap of the fingers, in a split second, he was gone. All his angst and hostility and darkness were wiped out in a second. And I was left alone. I stared at his broken body. He destroyed his whole face. Half of it was splattered all over me. He was done with his life. At times, I almost envied him for that. I also cursed him for the power he wielded over me. He got away and I didn’t. He escaped the living nightmare we both endured and all the guilt and grief of it. He left me with more guilt and more grief.”

      Mel needed to hold him, but she tried to remain still as he purged his thoughts. This new side of Kyle was something she never expected to emerge from their dating history. She didn’t know much before, but she guessed his parents never spent a lot of time with him. She never thought it would be something like this.

      “And your dad saw Kodi do it.”

      “Yeah.”

      “What did your counselor say about his denial?”

      “She said there were two schools of thought. Perhaps his guilt made him believe I did it because he couldn’t live with the fact that he flatly denied the abuse, which later culminated in that moment. That’s why he blamed it on me. Or else he really thought I did it despite the lack of evidence, once again, to alleviate his own guilt.”

      “So the counselor believed your dad was plagued by guilt.”

      “Yeah. But I’m not sure I care anymore, whatever his motivation.”

      “What kind of conclusion did your counseling offer for such an abhorrent action? Not only your uncle, who hurt two young boys, but also your dad who denied it and pointed the finger at you and Kodi?”

      “She advised me to find a way to accept their actions. She never told me to forgive them because they both knew exactly what they were doing. But my job is to learn how to accept what happened in order to live a healthy life despite it. If I cling to it, I will only be poisoned by it. I totally see how people end up choosing drugs, alcohol or suicide. This stuff literally eats away at you. I couldn’t have handled it without professional help.”

      She tipped her head up and touched his face. He glanced down. “Finding help when you were so young? You have to realize that makes you pretty extraordinary.”

      His head shook in disagreement. “Nothing extraordinary about my life.”

      “How does it affect your attitudes toward sex? Does it have any influence or negative aspects because of the abuse? Did I fail to realize…”

      “No, not at all. I mean, not with us. I don’t have sex very often. Believe it or not, I was celibate for several years until you came along. That’s why my attachment to you was so strong. Once we started, I felt this trust I never felt before and it made everything easier and better.”

      Her heart split open like a ripe fruit. She flipped over onto her knees and flung her arms around his neck. “Kyle, I had no idea. I did nothing special. At first, I thought I was just having sex with a hot guy. I didn’t know you well enough to take care of you. I didn’t know how much I would want to. There was nothing about me that deserved someone like you.”

      He laughed gently and pushed her back to stare into her eyes. “You never had to earn it. It just was. I sensed a feeling of belonging.”

      “That’s why you made it much more, even from the start.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I told you I don’t do one-night-stands. I meant that. Or casual sex. But I like sex and I love it with you. When I was younger, I wasn’t so sure. It felt so good, but there was such a dirty, negative connotation for me as well. More motivation to get help.”

      She held his face and studied him. “If you hadn’t…”

      “I would be no good to you, myself or anyone. I know that. I was really messed up. You missed the broken part. This is the recently repaired version that sometimes still fractures under stress. But I swear, I’ll work on the new and improved version now.”

      Blinking back tears, she said, “No. Now that I know and understand, you won’t have to fracture again. I’ll be there to hold you together until your own glue sets up.”

      Hugging her close to him, his entire body swayed with hers.

      “And what about your sister?”

      He blew a long breath of air out. “She’s an unintended casualty. I won’t have anything to do with that place. Those people are twisted. Kyomi didn’t do anything, but she was one of them.”

      “You should talk to her. Tell her what you told me. She really is a cool person. I don’t know how you managed to overcome that cesspool you grew up in, but she’s the girl version of you and she wants to come out of it too.”

      “She’ll want me to contact my parents.”

      “I doubt that. But it doesn’t matter now. Just think about it. Or not. Whatever you decide.”

      “If only I told you all this a long time—”

      “How could you when you weren’t ready?” Mel interrupted. “But now that I do know, of course, you need some time.”

      They fell flat on the bed then, putting their heads on the pillows and facing each other. Talking now about everyday things, Mel’s eyes grew heavy, and she asked, “After all this, what we’ve gone through, do you think you could fall in love with me?”

      He chuckled at her question. “Absolutely not.”

      Stunned, she felt the heat of a blush filling her face. “Oh. Okay. I just…” Turning away, she struggled to sit up to conceal the gaffe after her heart dropped to her toes. Then she felt his arms around her, stopping her, and pulling her back to his solid chest. He leaned down to kiss the top of her head. “I cannot fall in love after just four months. Not my style. My trust issues are very real and always there. But I will admit this, what we have is the real thing and it has all the potential of becoming true love. I’m all in because I want to see where it goes. I am committed to you and only you. So let’s see where this takes us. Whether we stay here or move to the goddamned North Pole and herd reindeer. I really don’t know. But anything is possible with you, and honestly? You give me the most incredible feeling I’ve ever had. So yes, Eleanor, I just might fall in love with you.  And when I say those words, it will be forever. You will be my one and only love.”

      She gulped. Damn. Okay. That worked.

      “And Eleanor?”

      “Yeah?” she asked, now breathless.

      “The only person I’ll ever say such things to is you.”
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      “WELL?” KYLE’S VOICE CAME out as ragged as his nerves. Fear. Anticipation. Hope.

      Melanie suddenly launched herself into him.  “Remission! He’s in full remission for now! I mean, we still have to go from one scan to the next and—”

      Setting two fingers on her mouth, Kyle cut her off and shook his head. “No. Today is all that matters.”

      She grinned around his fingers. “Then today is good.”

      Jack endured six months of chemotherapy treatment and he responded well right off the bat, better than they’d hoped, given his age. He suffered through the usual side effects, like losing his hair, so he just wore a cowboy hat. He seemed tired and weak, but he claimed it was no worse than having a mild flu. Annoying. Draining. But livable. And a small price to pay for adding years to his life. Melanie attended every fourth session with him. Her brothers and her mom accompanied him the other times. But today they all waited together at the clinic managing his cancer treatment. It was a small office that never ceased to surprise Kyle because it looked so inconsequential, yet it literally provided a solid chance for people to prolong their lives.

      Jack’s cancer treatment and follow-up date had Melanie strung tight. She helped her parents whenever she could and came back to Kyle’s place exhausted at night. She took a few days off, but stoically dragged herself to work. Kyle maintained his silence. Mel would freak out if he showed her any special treatment. He walked a tightrope while dating her, since he considered her his girlfriend and obviously wanted to make sure she had time off to care for her sick father. But at work, she was just another employee who refused any special attention or favors from him. It caused several heated arguments, which they resolved over the last few months.

      Mel easily lost her temper during these stressful days and Kyle let her. She went off, grew silent, or both, depending on what triggered it. When she snarled like a tiger, ready to pounce and kill someone, he observed her quietly and only minutes later, she was as docile as a kitten. She confessed her sorrow and apologized for not showing more heart. Her temper flared more often due to the stress she was under, but it flashed quickly and loudly, and then it was done. They did not leave each other when it happened but stayed together until they were ready to discuss it. Most of their conversations happened at night when they rehashed old subjects in more depth than Kyle ever did with anyone else. Slowly and together, they revealed their real personalities amidst all the sex and affection and fun and friendship they shared.

      Exclaiming her news, Mel rushed at Kyle, and he caught her. They kissed a long time before she released him. “The whole family is meeting to celebrate at Mom’s.”

      “Okay.”

      That part was new and strange. They, the family, gathered together quite often. Mel’s family were also their friends. They actually liked each other. What a concept. Kyle was learning to accept it, but he didn’t yet trust it completely. For that reason, he didn’t always join them. Sometimes he thought there were too many family dinners, since they occurred so often. Weekly sometimes. He skipped a few. Sometimes, he went to several in a row, whatever he felt he could handle. But whenever Mel asked him to go, that was his cue that she needed his presence there. So far, the system was working for them.

      She lived with her parents for a few more weeks until she moved into an apartment on the ranch that was once occupied by her brother, then a family member, and most recently, a ranch hand. All kinds of housing was available on the vast acreage. Crap. Kyle was slowly adjusting to the strange world that his girlfriend came from.

      “Kyle?”

      Her timid voice told him she had something to say that she thought he wouldn’t like. “What?”

      “All the family is coming. Hunter and Kyomi are in town, so they’ll be there too.”

      Kyle stiffened. That meant he would have to formally meet his sister. He wasn’t ready yet. That line was the one he couldn’t stomach crossing yet. His emotions began spiraling downhill fast, straight into the dark he thought he left behind. Thinking of Kyomi brought back the image of his other sibling, Kodi… and well, shit! Down the fucking rabbit hole Kyle fell into his morass of twisted thoughts.

      Biting her lip, she rushed her words. “Forget it. You don’t need to come. Honest.”

      “This is about your dad, right? To celebrate his remission.”

      “For now, but there will be plenty more.” Her hopeful tone was laced with caution.

      He gripped her hands in his. “No, Eleanor, this is the first one. I’ll be there. I guess it’s time you reintroduced me to my little sister.”

      “Are you sure? You don’t have to do this for me.”

      “Who else would I do it for?” he asked with a small smile. She sometimes underrated the level of their commitment.

      Her grin vanished. “Okay, but I don’t want you to feel like you have to. Do it only if you feel good and are ready to.”

      “I won’t. But I’m ready to do it for you. I can’t walk away. So I’ll come.”

      She threw her arms around him in an exuberant gesture that was purely Melanie Rydell. Her mouth caught his in a long, steamy kiss. He grinned at her as she turned to walk away. “We gotta go early. I promised I’d help out with the food. Mom’s ecstatic. But she needs—”

      He pulled her back, still holding her hand. “Melanie?”

      She paused and raised her eyebrows. “What?”

      “I love you.”

      Her smile beamed across her face. In all their long, intimate talks, which most people only dreamed of having, he never said it. She did. She kissed his mouth or his forehead or his cheek and frequently said it when she left him. And over the phone when she said goodbye. Hell, she said it on the damn jobsite when three other men were within earshot. She said it all the time.

      He didn’t go that far. Family and love were contrasting entities to him. But time and consistency began to prove otherwise. Turned out, Melanie was the one who convinced him of it.

      She patted his cheek and said, “Well, of course, you do.” With a wider grin, she turned around and sashayed away. She made him laugh with her comical behavior. Never did she react like any others he knew. When he expected her to be tender and sweet, she was sarcastic, funny or obtuse. When others made jokes or kidded around, she became uncharacteristically sentimental or sappy.

      He never knew with Mel. Which was why he was so damn interested in her.

      She stopped dead and then walked back and said, “I think I want to stay here.”

      Surprised at her comment, he blinked. “What do you mean by here?”

      Kyle was accustomed to her speaking her thoughts without any context. He learned that was another symptom of dyslexia. He found it endearing, if sometimes annoying, because it was part of Melanie’s personality. He often had to backtrack to figure out where her thoughts drifted. He frequently played catch up to what she was saying. “River’s End. The ranch. After watching my father undergo cancer treatment, I realized he isn’t young anymore, and my place is here. I thought I’d feel bored and claustrophobic if I stayed here much longer, but I’m not. Meeting you and settling in here is just as comfortable for me as traveling the world used to feel. Exciting. Unpredictable. Different. So I want to stay here.”

      Fucking Tarlton! Kyle never dreamed he’d end up back here. His job here was temporary and his entire life lay on the other side of the mountain. But when he saw the look on her face, so hopeful and shining, he could not deny her. Love filled her gaze. Containing Melanie Rydell in one place was like catching a tiger by the tail. Her biggest fear was making a commitment. But fucking A, once she did, she was all in and her bright enthusiasm was very seductive. She was a blazing fire that drew Kyle closer, but never burned him. She kept him warm and safe.

      “What the fuck are we going to do here?” Kyle asked as he waved his hand around.

      She beamed. Why was she smiling at his response? Scowling at her unpredictable reaction, he growled, “What?”

      “You said we. What the fuck are we going to do here? You assumed I meant for you to stay here with me, as in we.”

      “Well, yeah. Wherever you go, I go.” Grumpy now, he shrugged. “I already told you that once I fell in love with you that was it. Forever. For me, anyway. So… yeah, what the fuck do we do here?”

      Melanie threw herself at him, which was pretty fucking epic, although he knew she would. Yes, she was unpredictable at times, but at others, he knew what to expect from Melanie.  Her mouth found his and they kissed some more. Then she pulled back with a giant smile and said, “It’s funny you said that, I had this idea long before I met you…”

      She was planning to start her own company, designing custom houses and building them. Hence the reason she was working for him. Crap, all this time, Kyle never put those things together. Her overly creative mind could design whatever the clients might want, and she had the necessary skills to physically make it happen. Damn. Mel was incredible.

      “Funny you should mention that, I have the skillset to draw up architectural plans…”

      She nodded. “I know, Franklin. Believe me, I know. I have definite plans for us…”

      “And when were you going to tell me about them?”

      She smiled cheekily. “When you said you want me with you forever.”

      “I’ve said it now.”

      “Oh, Franklin, you have no idea what you started…”

      He smirked because he really didn’t have any idea. Holding her hand, he squeezed it and said, “Okay, Eleanor, why don’t you show me…?”

      “First, you need to meet your sister and then, I’ll explain what I was thinking…”

      God help him. Kyle was more than eager to hear whatever she said and his new interest in reuniting with Kyomi was very strong. Everything was suddenly becoming real.

      “Okay.”

      She grinned up at him. “Oh, yeah, I almost forgot. I was hired by a non-profit in Bremerton to paint a mural on their building front. It will take me about three weekends to finish, so we’ll have to plan around that. Maybe you could help me. As my assistant. Let me be the boss for once.”

      He laughed. “You’d love that,” he replied, but his smile faded. “Honestly? So would I. Yeah, I’ll come with you to Bremerton; I have to support my favorite artist. No way would I prefer to sit here all alone.” He wrapped his arms tightly around her and his serious expression told her he wasn’t kidding.

      “Who’d have guessed I finally found a way to make Kyle Wade, my own Franklin, appreciate the arts? Guess I was right all along, huh?”

      “Are you referring to our first argument?”

      “Nah, that was a debate.”

      “Okay, our first debate.” He kissed her lips. “Turns out you were always right. And perfect for me. As an artist, as Eleanor and as my favorite framer, Mel, the house builder… But tell me something, Melanie, out of curiosity, how long have you been talking to this non-profit?”

      She waved her hand dismissively and answered, “Oh, just a few weeks.”

      Sighing, he half grinned, and half groaned. Then he kissed her again. “Melanie Rydell, that’s the kind of stuff you tell your boyfriend before the negotiations. Okay? Don’t announce it to me after you make all the arrangements… we’ve discussed this before…”

      Her tendency to keep her plans to herself was still another wrinkle they were ironing out. Like his trust issues and getting used to her big, close family. They were a beautiful work in progress. At least, they were in his opinion.

      Melanie finally believed he loved her and that’s why it was worth it. “You have to realize that I’ll always have art projects I want to do. I can’t stop that part of my life. That’s just—”

      “You. The very essence of all your facets, Melanie Rydell.” He grinned as he finished her sentence. “That was the very first thing I ever learned about you.”

      “And you’re okay with that?”

      He let her go, saluting her and saying, “Sure, boss, as long as I can assist you wherever you go…”
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        * * *

      

      Her heart swelled with love, knowing he was ready and willing to assist her, while letting her follow her passion and artistic pursuits. Best of all, he didn’t seem to mind being anchored to the Rydell River Valley, even though he claimed it was the last place he ever wanted to live.

      Kyle never wanted to see his parents again. He did, however, keep in touch with his little sister and each time she came to town, they reestablished their new, precarious relationship just a little more.

      Her father’s health concerns kept Melanie close until they finished the Tarlton job. Their next endeavor to begin custom home designing and building followed. From a concept on paper, to handing over the key to a finished home, they planned to provide everything in between. That would commence their future together.

      Combining their matched set of skills became the basis for Eleanor’s Homes.

      Of course, no one knew the significance of their small business name. But almost every time Melanie heard it, wrote it, or said it, she smiled. It gave her a secret, wonderful thrill.

      Her insistence that no life worth remembering could be usual or ordinary was altered slightly. She learned that the people who share your life with you will remember you, and maybe in the end, that was what will matter the most.

      Playing the part of Eleanor led her to this new career. She never stopped being grateful for the silly name she so carelessly mentioned one night for an alias, to the man who lapped it up and threw out his own alias, Franklin. They never stopped doing that. He pushed her, debated with her, supported her, cherished her, and loved her with all of his heart. Turns out there was nothing ordinary about finding the perfect person to share one’s life with.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I hope you loved reading about Jack and Erin’s daughter, Melanie and her story with Kyle.

      Jack & Erin’s romance started in Book #1 of the entire River’s End experience, and came full circle, with the story of their daughter. Though their story is not done, much of it has now been told.

      One of the overarching themes of this series has been Erin’s experience with illiteracy caused by having undiagnosed dyslexia, and how that impacted her life. Part of the goal and hope, of Melanie’s story, was to show the opposite  experience with dyslexia: what happens when the right instruction is given. When this happens, dyslexia is a learning difference instead of being a learning disability.
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        * * *

      

      Continue the sage of characters in River’s End with… Hunter’s ex-wife, Francine Rydell in River of Regrets. It was a surprise to me (even though I’m the author!) to realize that Francine had a story to tell, that was definitely worth listening to!

      So here it is… Click for River of Regrets Website!
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        Click here for River of Regrets:

      

      Get a FREE book exclusive to my newsletter.

      For more on my books check my website: www.leannedavis.net.

      Join my Facebook Group: Raw & Real with Leanne Davis

      I would be so grateful if you took a few moments to leave a review of RIVER THROUGH THE VALLEY. It really helps expand an author’s audience and we really do appreciate the effort.

      Keep reading for an excerpt of River of Regrets.…
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      ~Two Years Before~

      FRANCINE RYDELL KNOCKED DESPERATELY on the grand, twelve-foot tall, wood and beveled glass door as she sobbed, “Please, Mom. Please. Just open the door. Give me five minutes. That’s all. Russell is out here with me. It’s cold and he’s crying and… please, just a few minutes?”

      She waited, more tears rolling down her cheeks. No answer. No footsteps. No clicking of the three deadbolts she knew secured the door of her mom and stepfather’s majestic Bellevue home. She could hear someone breathing, however, on the opposite side of the door. She stepped closer and leaned her forehead against it.

      Speaking softly, less shrill and not as desperate this time, she begged, “Please, Mama. I know I’ve messed up over and over. I ruined our reputation and our family name. I put the stores at risk too. But I swear to you, I’m trying to change. No, I am different now. The minute they put Russell Wilson into my arms, I fell in love with him. I’ve never loved anyone so much. I love him, Mom. But I need your help. I don’t know what to do. Stanley left. Hunter doesn’t know he has a son. There’s no one helping me. I just need you. I promise, I’ll change. I’ll learn. I promise… please… Mom? Mom? Please. MOM.” Francine grew more frantic as she continued her monologue to the shut door. She heard the softest scuffling of feet and knew her mother was retreating from the entry.

      Her mom refused to answer the door. Not for her traitorous daughter. It was real now. Her mom was not opening the door for any excuse. Francine needed money and guidance but…

      She peeked down to check on Russell, who cried in his car seat. He was just a few weeks old. The sweetest, most precious bundle of love in the world. The most beautiful baby too. He had a shock of bright red hair and striking blue eyes.

      Anyone who saw him and met his biological father, had no doubt that he was indeed, Hunter Rydell’s son.

      Hunter was Francine’s ex-husband. He detested her. Even more than most divorcés hated their exes. He wished she went to hell. Her cheating on him went far past “socially acceptable.” That was the same reason her parents disowned her.

      She was having sex with her stepbrother Stanley for years. Their tryst predated her five-year marriage to Hunter and continued unabated. Hunter eventually caught her in bed with Stanley and that was the end of Hunter’s involvement with her.

      He never believed she was sorry or could conceive of the horror that she subjected him to. She changed him forever. She knew that.

      Francine, fortunately, underwent a transformation. All the deficiencies she ignored in her personality suddenly became blatantly apparent to her. She recognized them but had no clue what to do about them.

      When she realized she was pregnant, she was unsure if the baby were her lover-stepbrother’s or her husband’s. Hunter severed their relationship and abandoned her as soon as he discovered her in the act of cheating.

      She moved in with Stanley and expected to have a committed relationship with him, one that she’d longed for since her teenage years. Stanley was the only boy, and later, man, that she loved. It wasn’t as gross as most people seemed to find it. At least, not from her perspective. He was her true love and her young heart never faltered.

      They knew their relationship was wrong, but Stanley honestly seemed to like always having to sneak around. They did so for years. Stanley was the one who suggested she marry Hunter. Hunter worked for Stanley’s dad at the same location as Stanley. Hunter was a hard-working, high-ranking manager who painstakingly earned his position while Stanley was an idler. He had an office merely because his last name was Stanton.

      Stanley was also terribly flawed. Even Francine knew that. Over the years, he cheated on her, and even left the country at times without any warning. He flitted in and out of her life. But somehow, Stanley always managed to squeeze back into it.

      With an abundance of shame, Francine caved every single time.

      This time, however, was the last. Stanley abandoned her with a newborn baby after promising to raise Russell with her. They bought a townhouse with the money she got from her divorce after she was immediately cut off from Hunter’s earning power. She also had to sell her jewelry. She suspected Stanley took much more money from her account than the required down payment on the condo.

      When her monthly mortgage bill appeared, she had no means to pay it. Before the first payment was due, Stanley skipped out on her twice; and the last time? She never heard from him. She waited for days until she mustered up the courage to beg her mother for financial help.

      Russell cried all the time, and he was crying now so she bit her lip, leaned down and pulled him out of the infant seat. She hugged him tightly to her chest. He was wrapped up snugly, and his hat was on. She was a pro at keeping him warm and freshly changed.

      But the baby formula was running low, and she was on her last pack of diapers. Lacking the means to buy more, and with no idea how to earn the money for her needs, she realized she had to do something she never did before. She had to find a new source of money. Francine was pampered and indulged all her life by her parents. Stanley’s dad was her stepfather, but she considered him her father since he raised her from the age of seven onwards.

      How odd to fall in love with her stepbrother.

      But now she had a baby with all the basic needs in life: food, shelter and clothing. They were suddenly luxuries that she could not afford. She was lost and didn’t know what to do. She hugged the baby tighter and leaned over to kiss his squealing, tear-filled face. His distress cut her heart in two. “Oh, baby… Shh… Shh… I’m here. Mommy’s here. Mommy loves you, Russell. I promise it’ll get better. We’ll be okay. We’ll be okay…”

      She muttered the empty words as she started walking towards the car. Filling the gas tank was another frill she had to budget. All her credit cards were maxed out. She couldn’t get any new ones.

      She strapped Russell in his seat as carefully as the hospital staff showed her.

      Behind the steering wheel, she cried almost as loudly as her son howled.

      “Oh, Russ, you deserve a much better mommy… so much better than me. I love you. I love you with all my heart. I just wonder… what if you’d be better off without me?”

      The words she whispered were followed by sobs from both of them. She was parked in her parents’ driveway, but she might as well have been floating on a raft in the middle of the ocean. The circular drive graced the fourteen-thousand-square-foot, stone monstrosity of a house. A center fountain sprayed jets of water from a cherub’s mouth.

      Useless. Her parents were both utterly useless. They were also assholes. Francine seethed as she stared at their excessive opulence while she struggled to think of a way to feed her son.

      But with sinking despair, she knew she was the useless one and now, most definitely, the asshole.

      There was only one person who could help her. The most decent person she ever knew. That was why she married him.

      Hunter Rydell. The father of her son. He just didn’t know he was a father yet. Or that Francine even had a baby.

      He also didn’t know what a terrible mother Francine was. She might have loved her son more than life itself, but she also knew, deep down in her guts, that Russell would be so much better off without her.

      Click here to read more!
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