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~Chapter 1~

 


“Just let me finish. I
want you to listen to me then make your decision. Why do you have
to be so stubborn? Damn it, man.”

Alexander watched his friend and
partner pace in front of him. This meeting with Brick Wells was
long overdue. He knew that Brick was going to be pissed about this,
but the way Alexander saw it, they were both going to be much
happier.

“I want to take on this
project. I know you have reservations about—”

“I don’t have
reservations,” Alexander interrupted Brick. “I said I don’t think
the guy is trustworthy. If you want to go ahead with this then do
it. I want no part of it.”

Brick sat down hard in the chair. He
looked at Alexander and he knew that he’d seen none of the terror
he felt for him. There was something about this deal that Alexander
thought was just a little too good to be true. And as he’d heard
all his life, if it felt that way, then it more than likely
was.

“Then I guess this is it.
After all these years, you’re leaving.” Brick rested his head in
his hands and looked at him through his fingers. “I never thought
it would come to this. I thought for sure it would be over a
woman.”

Both men laughed. “I don’t have time
to date. Maybe if you give me the right price, I’ll make the
time.”

They had been partners in A&B
Computers since they’d met in college. Alexander had been a ripe
old age of sixteen and Brick a year older. The two boys had hit it
off immediately, saving one another from having the crap beat out
of each other every other day instead of every day. Alexander
grinned when Brick looked down at the new wedding ring on his
finger.

“Amy is going to be pissed
about this. She said I was to make you see it my way or I would end
up alone in the office every night trying to do the work of both of
us.”

Alexander stood up and put his hand
out to Brick. “Tell her that you had me nearly in tears and that I
only caved when my mom called.”

Brick took the offer of the hand.
“You’re going to regret this. You’re going to be sitting in a posh
restaurant and read how I am the richest man in the world because
my ungrateful friend ran out on me when I was making it
big.”

“I hope so. I sincerely
do.” Alexander looked around his office. “I’ve been in this office
more in the past ten years than I ever was in my house. I need this
more than you know.”

Brick left telling Alexander that he
would contact his lawyer and have him draw up the papers. In just a
few short weeks, Alexander was going to be a very wealthy
unemployed computer programmer.

Alexander supposed if one had to spend
a great deal of time in an office, this wasn’t all bad. There was
the view for one thing. He could see all of the wooded area behind
their office building for miles. Then there was the office
itself.

The desk was an antique walnut that
his mom and he had refinished the year before he’d moved into this
building with it. The chair was new, only about six months old, but
it was comfortable and big, something a man his size needed to have
when he spent a lot of time in it.

One whole wall was devoted
to pictures. Alexander knew he had a good eye for a shot and prided
himself on some of the covers he’d graced, such as
LIFE and also a few
outdoorsmen magazines.

He’d also done a great deal of
traveling in his job. The second wall, covered in shelves, held
treasures he’d brought, been given, and also had found. He had
spent an entire summer on a dig a few years back and had been able
to keep a couple of the things he’d unearthed. The last wall was an
open, glassed wall that spilled into the offices beyond.

He could sit and watch all the hustle
and bustle of all the employees they’d acquired over the years.
Last count there had been seventy-three and growing. Well, growing
for Brick. He turned back to his desk.

The picture of his sister and her
husband Jared was to his left and the one of his parents to his
right. He chuckled a little when he thought of Brick’s desk and the
multitude of pictures he had of his wife on every surface. When
someone knocked at Alex’s door, he looked up to see his secretary
Deb Smith.

“Mr. James, is it true?
You’re leaving?” She didn’t look overly upset. He knew that he’d
been hard on her for the past several weeks, but it was because she
was so damned annoying.

“Yes. I should be gone in
about a month, if not sooner. I’m sure that Brick will find a place
for you in the business.” He hoped so, at least. Brick didn’t care
for her either. “There will be all sorts of jobs opening with the
new contract.”

“Nope, but thanks. I’m
leaving too. I only stuck around to see if…well, it doesn’t matter
now anyway.”

When she left, Alexander laid back and
closed his eyes. He decided to call a travel agent and book a long
vacation. But first, he was going to visit his parents.

They had just recently moved closer to
Columbus. It was a four hour trip for him to go there, less if he
didn’t obey the speed limit. He was just getting ready to call them
when his phone rang. He smiled when he saw who it was.

“I was just getting ready
to call you. What are you and Mom doing this weekend?”

His dad laughed. “Calling to see what
it would take to persuade you to come here. Willow and Jared are
having an open house on Sunday, whatever the heck that is. Seems
Jared is going to cook. Boy isn’t half bad.” Alexander heard
mumbling in the back ground. “Damn it, Amanda, I was just
kidding.”

“Dad, what’s going on? Is
Mom giving you a hard time again?” Alex laughed again as the
mumbling got heated. After several minutes of this, Alex spoke
again. “Dad, talk to me or Mom.”

“She wants to know if
you’re coming up. Said to tell you that you are long overdue for a
hug.” Edgar James, Alex and Willow’s dad, was one in a million.
“She wants you here. She misses you. She was talking about you over
bridge the other day.”

Alex burst out laughing. “Mom hasn’t
played bridge in her life. You’d better start taking notes, Dad,
you’re slipping. I’ll be there. I have something I want to tell you
all anyway.”

“If you tell us you’ve met
some girl you can’t live without, I’ll throw a party. Hell, son,
I’ll have three parties.”

Alex sat back in his chair before he
answered. “Wills is the one who’s going to give you tons of
grandkids. I’m happy just the way I am. No, I’ve not met a girl,
nor do I ever have any intentions of meeting one.” Alex had thought
once was enough for any person. “I’ll leave here after work. I’ll
stay at the hotel on Fifth if there’s room.”

“No, Wills and Jared said
they have plenty of room. Your mom and I are actually going to stay
too. The addition they put on is finished along with the pool.
Might be nice to swim a bit without all those people
around.”

The James’ owned hotels. Not just
hotels, he supposed, but chains of the best in the world. The James
family had been in the hotelier business for four generations and
Wills would be the fifth when she was ready. Or he supposed when
Dad was ready. They hung up a few minutes later. With nothing else
to do, Alex packed up his laptop and left for his sister’s
house.

~~~

Jared walked up behind his wife and
wrapped his arms around her waist. He rested his chin on her
shoulder and waited. She had called him at the site today and asked
him not to work late. He thought she was nervous about the two
families coming to stay, but now he wasn’t so sure.

“The Findley building will
be finished two weeks early if we stay on schedule and under budget
too.” She was the best foreman their company had. “I had to fire
Sloan Concrete today. The stuff they sent over again was
shit.”

He kissed her shoulder before
commenting. “I guess the talk with the owner didn’t do us any
good.”

They stood there at the French doors
in their bedroom just looking out. The view was spectacular. They
had added this suite of rooms when they’d remodeled, adding a
library and office for them in addition to the bedroom they now
shared. The bedroom they had started out in was now a guest
room.

They stood there for a few minutes
more before she spoke again. “I fell at work today.”

Jared stiffened. When he started to
turn her around, she wrapped her fingers around his wrist and held
him still.

“Willow, what happened?
Were you hurt?” He was afraid for her and about her. He couldn’t
think past her being hurt.

“Conley called an
ambulance and then pissed me off because he made me go with them.
He said he was going to call you if I didn’t. I tried to tell them
it was nothing.”

Jared decided he was going to have a
long talk with Conley next time he saw the man. “He should have
called me anyway.” He kissed her again. It was better than
strangling her. “Did you threaten him again? Damn it, Willow, I’m
your husband. I need to know when you’re hurt.”

She nodded. When she pulled away, he
let her. Something more was going on. She sat on their bed and
began to cry. Jared went to her immediately and pulled her into his
arms.

“I’m pregnant. The doctor
said I wasn’t eating right nor was I rest—”

His mouth covered hers and silenced
her. He lowered her to the mattress and rolled over to his back,
bringing her with him. She lay over him and he opened his legs to
cradle her closer.

“From now on,” he began as
she settled on his chest. “You’ll eat breakfast and lunch. No more skipping meals.
I’ll bring you lunch and eat with you. That way I
can…what?”

She was giggling. He thought it was
better than tears, but he didn’t like them any better. He pulled
her closer, kissed her on the mouth, and swatted her ass
too.

“Hey, mom-to-be here. What
was that for anyway?” She shifted over him and stilled suddenly.
“You’re very hard, Mr. Stone. Do you want something?”

Her voice was husky and warm. He
rocked upward and moaned when she pressed down onto him. He
wondered if there was ever going to be a time when he didn’t want
her like he did now, like he did every time she touched
him.

“Willow, you keep this up
and your parents are going to wonder what’s taking us so long.”
Until that second, he’d forgotten they were downstairs. “Unless of
course you don’t care. At this moment, I certainly
don’t.”

He grunted when she rolled off him.
Then he groaned and reached for her. Her nipples were poking
through her shirt. His mouth watered to taste them. She stepped
back when he reached for her.

“Please, baby. Just a
taste. A little something to tide me—” He nearly swallowed his
tongue when she lifted her shirt and bra up over her
breasts.

The bounce is what had him whimpering.
When her breasts bounced and quivered slightly, he reached down and
rubbed his hand over his cock. Her nipples, always a source of
delight for him, were hard and long. Sitting up on the bed then
sliding to the floor, he crawled to her on his knees. He took one
hard tip into his mouth and suckled. Hard.

“Jared, please. Please
make me come. I need it so bad.” Never one to deny her, he pulled
the snap open on her jeans and yanked them down panties and
all.

“Christ, you’re wet,” he
moaned as he buried his fingers in her slit. “You’re going to owe
me for this, baby. I’m going to need you hard and dirty
later.”

“Yes. Please, just
hurry.”

He made his way down her torso,
nipping and kissing her exposed skin as he went. When he got to her
navel, he whirled is tongue deep as he continued to fuck her with
his fingers. She rocked into his hand.

When he was near her apex, he looked
up at her face. Lust, hunger, and desire were written there. She
watched him as he kissed her trimmed nether lips.

“You’ll have to be quiet
when you come. If not, then everyone will hear you.” She nodded.
“Can you be quiet, baby?”

Jared’s cock hurt. He wanted her,
wanted to bury his cock deep into her pussy and never leave. He
couldn’t wait until later. He needed her now.

“Baby, I—”

She moved away and back then went to
the edge of the bed. Bending over at the waist, she spread her legs
wide and then looked back at him. Standing quickly, Jared opened
his fly and freed his cock quickly. It was already dripping with
his need.

Not saying a word, he walked up behind
her and entered. She tightened around him immediately, her sheath
rippling along his cock and milking him. He knew she was coming and
could barely hear her screams as she buried her face in the
blankets.

Moving out to the tip of his cock, he
slammed hard back into her. His fingers dug deep into her flesh at
her hips. He held her still while he fucked her. He could feel his
balls tighten up and fill. Three then four strokes and he felt his
own release hammer at him. It was all he could do not to roar out
her name as she came again.


 


~Chapter 2~

 


Alex left his apartment later than
he’d wanted. So now it was nearly seven in the morning and he was
starving. He knew he’d be welcomed at either house, his sister’s or
his parents’, but he wanted to just have a few minutes of quiet
time and some strong coffee.

He was driving down the main street—he
thought it was actually called Maple Avenue—when he saw the little
shop. They were doing a good bit of business, he saw, and after
finding a parking place nearly a block away, he went inside House
of Aromas.

Alex was nearly bowled over by two
women in business suits with two white and pink striped boxes tied
with strings in their hands. Each of them smiled up at him as they
clutched their boxes and hurried out the door. When Alex turned
back, he felt his belly rumble and his nose flare.

The shop was named well, he decided.
The smells emanating around the room were strong and delicious.
Blueberries and cinnamon, apples and chocolate just to name a few
of the warm scents that made his mouth water for a taste. He looked
around the small shop as he made his way to the front
counter.

There were about a dozen or so tables,
some with two chairs and others with four. All of them were striped
with the pink and white material. And all of them were
occupied.

The walls were a bright white and one
of them was covered with framed pictures. Even from halfway across
the room, he could see that the majority of them were of people and
nearly all of those had some sort of dessert in them. There were
even a few wedding cakes with brides and grooms.

The opposite wall was a mural of the
area right around the shop, including the shop itself. Alex guessed
the early fifties if the cars were any indication. The shop was in
the middle of the painting with a woman and three young boys out
front. It didn’t look the same as it did now.

The building then had been a one-story
with an awning out front. It was a brighter pink than was being
used now, but with the name of the shop in a very nice script. No
stripes, though. The building now was a nice two-story with two
large display windows out front filled with antiques from the time
period and baking pans. The awning was still pink and, of course,
now striped.

But it was the counter that has his
full attention now. Alex would bet that it was one of the original
display cases on the left with the one on the right being new and
much bigger. The lighting and glass shelves were in the new, as the
older one had a wooden shelf filled with beautiful displays. He
wondered how they could get away with that and the board of health
when he saw that pastry items in this one were plastic. And very
good models at that. He grinned at the woman behind the counter
when she spoke to him.

“What’ll you
have?”

She looked happy, Alex realized with a
start. He was so used to seeing the wait staff at the coffee shop
he went to looking surly and bored that he was caught momentarily
speechless. When she blew a wisp of hair out of her eyes and
winked, he laughed.

“I’m sorry.
Owner?”

She shook her head at his question.
“Nah, Mom’s in the back. She’s trying to talk the delivery guy out
of holding her flour hostage for a date. Guy never gives up. You
need her?”

“I was just going to tell
her what a charming place she has here. Will she be long, you
think?” He didn’t know why, but he really needed to tell her. “I
can come back if she’s really busy.”

She opened the gated counter and let
him through, but not before saying he should try and make the guy
see reason. Alex wanted to help, but decided he shouldn’t get
involved. If she needed help with the guy, he would only do so if
she asked him to.

“I’ll see what I can do
for her.” She mumbled her thanks and shouted for the next person to
order.

He wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but
it wasn’t even close to what he walked into. The big, burly guy had
an older woman pressed against the wall and was groping her. She
was beating him against his shoulders and even with the man’s hand
over her mouth, he could hear her screaming. Tears streamed down
her face.

Without thinking about what he was
doing, he walked across the room and jerked the guy away. As the
woman crumpled to the floor, Alex went after the man.

“She wanted it. You can’t
blame a guy for—” he started.

“Sure I can,” Alex snarled
at him. “And I’m going to enjoy showing you how it feels to have
your rights taken from you.”

The first punch caught the man in the
nose. Blood gushed forward even as the man staggered away. The
second caught him in the jaw and had him hit the wall behind him.
Alex wasn’t sure how much longer he might have enjoyed using the
man as a punching bag, but he slid to the floor unconscious. Alex
took several deep breaths before he turned to the woman.

She grinned up at him, her lip swollen
and bleeding. “You’re not supposed to be back here. But I’ve never
been so happy to see anyone in my entire life.”

He helped her to a chair and when he
got her seated, he handed her a towel that was nearby. She put it
to her mouth and looked up at him. “Thanks,” she said.

“My pleasure. I think you
should call the police now. He assaulted you.” Alex looked around
the room for a glass to give her a drink as he continued. “The girl
up front, she told me I could come back and tell you what a great
shop you have.”

“Yeah, real nice. I’m not
sure…he never...” She shuddered. “He’s a bastard and I hope to hell
he loses his job.”

Alex couldn’t help it; he threw back
his head and laughed. “So do I. And if he doesn’t, we’ll have to
make sure he does in another way.”

~~~

Heather Laird stacked the plates on
the tray and picked up the heavy burden. Four more hours. Four more
hours and she could go home and see the love of her life, Jack.
Well, she amended, one of the loves of her life. Big Tom, her
grandda, would be there too.

Heather dumped the glasses and threw
out the trash as she stacked all the dishes she’d just bussed off
her table with a practiced ease. When the dishwasher guy, Mike,
came back, he grinned at her.

“Ain’t nobody helps me out
but you, Heather.” He began loading the dirty dishes onto the rack.
“‘Course none of them others is as sweet on me as you are either.”
He winked at her when she laughed.

“That’s right. When are
you going to marry me and take me away from all this, Mike?” It was
an old joke between the two of them.

He stacked the last dish, opened the
door to the ancient dishwasher, and slid the rack inside. When the
door was closed again, he hit the switch that started the washer
and started loading the next rack as he answered her. “Well for
one, I’m old enough to be…we’re gonna say daddy but we both know
I’m closer to be your granddaddy. Second, and more importantly, my
wife would skin me alive. That woman is the sweetest person I know
next to you, but damned if she don’t scare me to death at times.”
He winked again. “Besides, you need to find you a nice young buck
to take you places. You work too hard.”

Heather looked away. It was always
like this when someone mentioned her getting married or dating.
She’d get scared then teary. When she was exhausted like she was
now, it wasn’t always easy to put up a front. But she knew Mike
wouldn’t comment on the tears or pry so she let a few of them fall.
She hated self-pity, but also knew she didn’t fall this far into a
pity party often.

When Charlie the cook yelled her name,
she took the paper towel Mike shoved at her and went to get her
order. She glanced at her watch. Three and a half hours to
go.

She’d been waiting tables since she’d
been fifteen and on her own. It wasn’t until later, after her
grandda had found her living in the shelter, that she’d found the
two of them an apartment. Then when she’d had Jack, Grandda had
stayed. Thomas Laird couldn’t have come at a better time. She had
sobbed when he had told her he was staying to help, telling her
that he would have talked to his daughter, Heather’s mom, if she
wanted. She didn’t, and only when her mother called did the man
speak to his daughter.

He told her he hadn’t known about what
had happened to her. Her mother had thrown her out the day she’d
found out she was pregnant. She’d never asked about the boy…man
really, but had blamed her for her stupidity and told her when she
gave the baby up or got rid of it any other way, she could come
home. Heather hadn’t spoken to her since. And Jack, her son, was
still hers.

At ten minutes until six, her last
table had been bussed and she had already filled the sugar
containers and salt and pepper shakers. Her replacement, Bailey,
was there on time for a change. Heather was on her way home at five
after and was smiling for the first time all night.

Grandda and Jack were having a heated
debate over football again. Jack was a diehard Bengals fan and her
grandda the Browns. Heather smiled as she put her coat in the
closet. It seemed both teams had lost. Again.

“I did not say they were
hopeless, young man. I said the situation was. They have no defense
and as far as—”

“Have you been watching
your own team, Grandpa Tom? They suck.” She walked into the kitchen
in time to see Jack put his plate on the counter instead of the
sink. “The only reason they know what game they’re playing is
because the ref hands them the ball every time.”

“Why you little turd. If
you were my kid, I’d wash your mouth out with soap.” Grandda stood
and moved toward Jack. “I just realized you are mine.”

They both dissolved into laughter as
she stepped further into the room. “Has another crises been averted
or do I need to go out and come back in for round two?”

Jack untangled himself first from the
spry sixty-eight-year-old still on the floor. He got up slower than
his great grandson, but no less happy to see her, she could
see.

“We were debating on the
super bowl chances of our teams. Your son has a smart mouth. I
wonder where he gets that from,” he asked her as he kissed her
cheek.

Heather only smiled. His mouth could
be just as sassy as hers was and he knew it. She went over to the
counter and looked down at Jack’s empty plate. Without a word, he
picked it up and rinsed it off before putting it in the sink along
with his empty glass and silverware.

While Jack went to gather his book
bag, she tidied up the rest of the kitchen. She knew it had been
Jack’s turn to cook because the kitchen was only slightly out of
order. Grandda would have made a mess like he was cooking for three
times what they had to eat. She turned to look at him when he
coughed again.

“Spill it, old man. I’m
too tired to try a guessing game. Besides, you look like you’re
about to burst open.” When he gestured toward a chair, she froze
inside. “What’s happened? Tell me.”

“Your mom called again.
Now don’t go off pissy,” he said when she rose up to leave. “She
asked after the boy. Then she said…she wanted to know if you’d come
to your senses yet.”

She looked at him, confused. Then it
hit her. “She still thinks I should give him up. After all
this…doesn’t she realize that he’s mine? That I love him more than
my own life?”

Her grandda snorted. “She no doubt
gets it now. Had a few words with her myself. Can’t believe I had
such a selfish bitch for a child.”

Heather laughed. Her mother was in her
early fifties and far from being a child. But she wisely kept her
mouth shut. She looked at her grandda and kissed him.

“I’m sorry, Grandda. I’m
so sorry you had to lose a daughter over this. I love you very
much.”

“I wouldn’t have it any
other way honey.” He got up to pace. “She said I was an old fool
for helping you out. Said I was being bilked. Bilked outta what, I
asked her. Here we are living off you working three jobs and my
social security and don’t have two cents to rub together. You know
what I told her? That I ain’t been happier in my whole life since
my Colleen died. Why, Jack and you make me young.”

Heather got up and hugged her grandda.
“I love you so very much.” He blushed bright red and gathered his
things for his job.

He was a greeter for Wal-Mart three
days a week. He said he did it for the money, but she thought he’d
gotten himself a girlfriend. She hugged him again as he went out
the door. The rest of the morning was spent on giving Jack a
once-over of his spelling words and him helping her with her
homework. He handed her the permission slip reluctantly. He and his
class were to go to COSI, the Center of Science and Industry, the
following week and the children were required to bring a minimum of
twenty dollars to pay for bussing and their lunch.

“I don’t care if I go,
Mom. The teacher said that some of the kids who didn’t want to go
could spend the day in the library reading. I really like to read,
you know.” She looked at her son and wondered not for the first
time when he’d gone from the baby she’d brought home to the grown
child in front of her.

“Jack, we always have the
money for your school.” She got up from the table and began
cleaning the already spotless counter. “I’m sorry, little man.
Sorry every day I can’t give you more. But I just couldn’t let you
go after I saw you.”

He didn’t say anything, but she heard
him move his chair. When his arms wrapped around her from behind,
she felt tears spill over her cheeks.

“Is this ‘cause of
Vickie?” Jack had never called her mom anything but by her first
name. Heather nodded. “Poop on her. I heard Grandpa Tom yelling at
her. He sure was mad.”

“He told me. He said she
was selfish.” Heather had a moment to wonder if there had been more
than grandda had told her. When Jack spoke, she knew there had
been.

“He sure can string
together some cuss words when he wants, huh? I would have gotten my
butt blistered but good if I’d said only one or two of them.” She
knew he was laughing; she could feel him shaking behind
her.

She turned around and looked down at
him, fighting her own laughter. “See that you don’t. You’ll never
be too big for me to spank.”

He was out the door ten minutes later
to catch the bus. Heather sat down heavily in the chair and looked
around their home. They’d lived here for eight years and it looked
it. The counters were a worn yellow with a few patches of white.
The appliances were old and the stove worked when it suited. The
ice machine had never produced a single cube since they’d moved
in.

The floors were clean, she saw to
that, but worn in so many places it resembled a patch work quilt
rather than a floor. She’d made curtains once, but they’d long
since been thrown out. The table and chairs, along with the rest of
the furniture throughout the apartment, was third if not fourth
hand. The plates were mismatched, as were the glasses and
silverware. The place was a dump, a clean dump, but a dump
nonetheless. But it was cheap, something that they needed as much
now as they had then.

As she made her way to her room to
take a nap before her next job, she locked up and turned off lights
and wondered if things could get any worse.


 


~Chapter 3~

 


Alex hugged his sister to him again.
He was still trying to wrap his mind around the fact that she was
married and now she was pregnant. And even though he and Jared were
friends, he was still trying to figure out if he was pissed off at
him or not.

“Stop glaring at him,”
Wills said as she punched him. “We didn’t do anything you haven’t
done a thousand times before.”

“I’ll have you know that I
never got anyone’s sister pregnant. That I know of. And I thank you
for the high opinion you have of my sex life.” He kissed her again.
“But a big brother is entitled to be a little thrown when he finds
out his baby sister is knocked up.”

“Such language,” Amanda
admonished him as she came into the room. “Women aren’t knocked up
when they are married, they glow.”

Alex smiled at his mom as she sat next
to Jared. He stuck his tongue out at Alex. He glared; Wills laughed
at her husband. They all looked at his mom when she simply cleared
her throat.

“So,” Edgar James said as
he came into the room. “Tell us more about what happened at the
bakery. By the way, House of Aromas is now my favorite new place.
These muffins are the best.”

Alex had brought them a dozen of the
muffins from the shop. Caroline Shafer, the woman he’d saved from
certain rape, had been so grateful she’d told him he had whatever
he wanted for life. He assured her that he wouldn’t live long with
an offer like that, but he would come by once in a while for some
muffins.

“The police were very
nice. They told Caroline that he’d probably done it before and
gotten away with it. She said he was the best wholesale distributor
as far as pricing goes around the state.” Marta, Jared and Wills’
housekeeper, came in with fresh coffee as he continued. “She said
he’d been asking her out, but she’d said no every time before,
including today. She said she couldn’t figure out what he would
want from a woman three times his age.”

“Could be he’s a mite on
the sick side,” Marta said as she sat down. “I know Miss Caroline.
She’s a friend of my mamma’s. Her mamma used to bake all the
pastries that come outta that shop afore she passed on. Hear tell
Miss Caroline got her a good cook in Missy Laird. You met her,
Master Alex?”

“No. Just the daughter,
Lisa. She seems like a nice girl.” When they all turned to look at
him, he stood and stretched. “I’m going to bed before you all have
me married off to the baker’s daughter.” He went up to the room his
sister had taken him to when he’d arrived. He was smiling when he
entered, thinking about their faces when he’d told him he was
selling out to Brick in a few weeks.

His dad had been the first to recover.
Grabbing him in a bear hug, he’d told him now he, too, could move
closer. His parents had sold their house in Virginia not long after
Jared and Wills had returned from their honeymoon. Alex thought
that Jared’s parents had done the same thing and had moved close
enough to be considered neighbors.

The room he was in was huge, bigger,
he thought, than his entire apartment back in Cincinnati—and much
homier. The bed was a monster of a four poster that fit his
six-foot-six frame easily. The furniture, all antiques, was dark
cherry and polished to a bright sheen. Lying down on the bed, he
thought about the shower he’d used too.

Six sprays, three on both sides of
him, and the large overhead spray as well. The water had tumbled
down over his head like a gentle rain, warm and soft. He didn’t
think he’d ever enjoyed anything so much as that in a very long
time. He rolled over to his back and wondered if he needed to start
dating more if a shower was the best thing he’d experienced in some
time. He was drifting off when he realized he should sell his stuff
and move up here.

~~~

Heather was pulling out her first
batch of cookies as Caroline told her about the delivery guy.
Heather wasn’t sure who the guy was as she’d never met the people
who came in before she did, but she heard about him often
enough.

“Are you all right then?”
She looked over her boss and thought she looked better than she had
in a while. “I hope you called the police.”

“Yes. Yes. They came and
took him away in the ambulance. I had a hero. Something James, I
don’t remember his first name. He came right back here and knocked
the kid on his ass.” Caroline laughed as she told the
story.

Heather had worked for “House” six
days a week baking and decorating whatever Caroline needed.
Sometimes more when she needed her to do a wedding cake or some
other special project. Caroline had agreed to work around her
schedule of needing to be off by three in the afternoon and had
only had to miss that time once in all this time. At one o’clock,
Heather was pulling out the last cake she’d decorate tomorrow when
she came in and only had another two batches of cookies to bake.
The loaves of bread just needed to cool enough to put into the
wrappers and then she was finished. When the phone rang up front,
Lisa yelled back to get it, please. Heather picked up the extension
and a pen.

“Caroline, please?” The
voice was very male and one Heather didn’t recognize.

“She’s not here right now.
I
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