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	Dedication

	 

	 

	This phrase is connected to your trauma. Sixteen miles up, back, and during, absolutely awful. Your uncle was a terrible person for treating you that way. He wasn’t kind to you, but you are so much more, in spite of it. My wishes are for you, and everything good. May you have love and luck, always, and may your heart always feel light.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	Knock On Wood

	 

	Knock On Wood is a sweet mystery romance written from Kelsie Lewis’s point of view. This is not a religious romance nor is it a romcom. This story does not contain bad language or sex scenes, remarkably so. This sweet mystery romance is different than Jessica Caryn’s previous works. Mainly because it has fictional towns. Honey Grove is not the real town in Texas, known for being the sweetest, but this small town is sweet too. Also worth mentioning, most of the characters were previously written by Jessica Caryn, years ago, and new characters have the same first and last name of someone she has already written. All names and nicknames were published prior, and most can be viewed in book samples. This method was intentionally used with sound reasoning.

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	Cast of Characters 

	 

	 

	Kelsie Lewis - Investigative Journalist 

	Jackson West - EMT-P, Firefighter, Kelsie’s ex-ex-boyfriend 

	Ginny Marie Lewis - Kelsie’s beloved Grams 

	Blake Lewis - Kelsie’s Dad  

	Bonnie Mae - Blake’s girlfriend 

	Jasmine Davis - co-owner of Knock On Wood 

	Scott Davis - Jasmine’s husband, co-owner of Knock On Wood 

	Bobbie Jo O’Keefe - works at Knock On Wood 

	Dr. Finn O’Keefe - Bobbie Jo’s husband, in charge of the Trauma Unit at Honey Grove Medical Center

	Miller C. Abrams - Councilman 

	Gabriela Valdez - Miller’s Executive Assistant 

	Dash Brandt - mechanic, town playboy, Jackson’s friend

	Drew Montgomery - EMT-P, works with Jackson 

	Dolly Sheridan - owner of Fig & Fern

	Daphne Williams - co-owner of Fable & Flour Bakehouse 

	Eric Chandler - Sweetwater app driver 

	Fiona Stevens - Marc’s Aunt, co-owner of Fable & Flour Bakehouse 

	Clementine Winters - committee member, annoying to all 

	Chris Worthington - draftsman, engineering technician 

	Harry Denton - manager at Greenwell Renewal & Recycle

	James, Genevieve, Jase - Lassiter family 

	Adam Kennedy - knife brandisher, bad choice maker 

	Miles Adler - freelance photographer, bad choice maker 

	Rex Hammond - professional fixer, employer unidentified 

	 

	Briar Chronicle

	Alex Reynolds

	Avery St. James 

	Cody Mason - coaches football camp with Jackson 

	Ken Hartman - owner, Lisa’s former father-in-law 

	Lisa Collin - Editor-in-Chief 

	Marc Stevens - Jackson’s friend  

	Stanley Banks - digital press operator

	Sylvie St. Pierre

	 

	Fire Dept. 

	Jonah West - Jackson’s brother, fire captain 

	Chase Andrews - fire crew member 

	Roman Thomas - fire crew member

	 

	Sheriff Dept.

	Quinn Webb - Sheriff 

	Mike Dougherty - Deputy Chief 

	Brett McCafferty - deputy

	David Lawrence - deputy

	Erika Baxter- emergency dispatcher, town sweetheart 

	 

	Mentions

	Alyse Martin, Bonnie Mae is searching for this sweet angel

	Ben - waiter at Fig & Fern, there’s always a Ben

	Jeffrey Hallen - cheated with his best friend’s wife, threw bricks at the Briar Chronicle when she didn’t make bail

	Lincoln - divorced his cheating wife without taking losses

	Ms. Gloria - sold her lovely cottage to the bank

	Mr. Winston - his fence held up nice  

	Samantha Dowdy- always in everyone’s business

	Shepard Hartman - Ken’s son, Lisa’s ex-husband

	Spire Investment Group (SIG)

	Taylor’s Keepsakes - luxury rocking chair brand

	
 

	Kelsie Lewis 

	 

	Honey Grove is my hometown where the street signs are as sweet as the people. Well, most of the people. Mister Winston might still be mad about my meddling, but his fence probably held up nice. I had always been obsessed with fixing life’s problems. Smart and bored didn’t mix. Everyone felt extreme relief when I left for college. 

	I was good at the leaving part. 

	Coming back, well, that was tough. 

	The fourth time was for good. Honey Grove has a certain comfort. My best friend, Jasmine, is beyond excited. She’s a firecracker, so is our friend, Bobbie Jo. She’s also the most beautiful soul. Bobbie Jo sees the good in people.

	Jackson West. He’s more than a crush. Jackson was my first kiss, my first boyfriend, my first everything. He didn’t break my heart. I did all the breaking. I left to travel the world, and he stayed in Honey Grove. Jackson said there were no goodbyes with all that leaving. He wasn’t wrong.

	Coming home was for very important reasons. Dad and Jackson topped my list. Risky life choices were in the past. One near death experience was enough. Two meant it was time for a career change. I was ready to start my new job at the Briar Chronicle. A councilman resigned, and that’s my first assignment. What can go wrong?

	
 

	one 

	 

	 

	Kelsie Lewis  

	 

	 

	Catching a red-eye from LAX to Sweetwater International was the right decision. The glass corridor showcased panoramic views of the jetport. It was all blue sky and open spaces. The circulating air felt like light breeze. 

	My luggage was pulled along, and my mood instantly improved while walking into the beautiful atrium.

	Sweetwater Square had quaint shops with hand-carved signs, and wooden boxes overflowing with flowers and sweet potato vines. Custom rocking chairs were in all the best locations. Rocking and sipping coffee would’ve been a treat, but I wanted to make good time to Honey Grove. 

	I was going home.   

	That one thought triggered constant anticipation.

	Lately, I had been wanting a quieter life. Investigative Journalism had always been risky. My reporting had been on everything from corruption to exploitation. 

	One near death experience was enough. 

	Two meant it was time for a career change. 

	Well, not completely. 

	I was looking forward to covering seasonal events at the vineyards and orchards or an occasional town meeting.  

	My new boss and editor, Lisa Collin, called last night. She was a bit snippy. Too much so for my liking, but her condescending tone was ignored to focus on the details. 

	A local councilman had resigned without giving his notice. Lisa said there were rumors of a cover-up. It wasn’t my story to take. I was thinking along the lines of library events or writing reviews for the best places to eat. 

	Lisa wouldn’t hear of it. She listed my accomplishments as if she were outlining a hit piece. Lisa couldn’t sway the public’s opinion. My wild streak was already known. I had been getting into mischief since I was knee-high. 

	This would be the same tune only a different song.  

	 Lisa didn’t bother hiding her resentment. My being intelligent was offensive to her. Lisa didn’t like the idea of me. That was wild in itself. Real life wasn’t like fiction. Different meant different. It would never mean better.

	Yet, Lisa was mimicking my speech pattern. She had read my work, and my written words bled into her rant.

	I politely cut through her droning. Saying yes to the assignment came with a snarky response from Lisa. 

	She ended the call without saying another word. 

	We were starting with unwanted friction. Lisa seemed entitled, and her communication skills needed work too. That was her damage, not mine. I always aimed to see things through, and moving back home would work with or without the new Editor-in-Chief at the Briar Chronicle.

	Nostalgia happened while looking at Sweetwater Square. The jetport was a central hub for Honey Grove, Pine Springs, and Forest Glen. Our little corner of the world experienced spring and autumn the most even though we were nowhere near the Humboldt Current. 

	I went outside, silently promising not to leave for so long again. Thankfully, I didn’t opt for a ride share. A sporty electric car cruised to a stop. The vehicle matched the app’s description. Eric couldn’t have been older than twenty. He was absolutely adorable. Eric proved that by hopping out to grab my bags while verifying my name.

	We settled in to fasten our seat belts. Eric launched right into a random mix of questions and statements. Oh, to be twenty when being an adult was new. It was endless fun and good vibes. Brushing thirty came with a need for stability. Life was feeling a bit different. 

	Scenery passed in a hazy blur of good memories. It didn’t take long for Eric to relax into our silence. Most people respond positively to body language. Open and inviting equaled honest. That wasn’t necessarily true, but I could display normal well enough to get by. That trick was in my arsenal. Not many cared to understand my inquisitive ways. Being curious got me into trouble. 

	A lot.

	More reminiscing happened on the drive through Pine Springs. It was sprawling orchards and valleys all the way to Honey Grove. The car cruised to a stop near the café. 

	Obviously, I had been relaxing in luxury with Eric’s impeccably tinted windows because I stepped into blinding light. The sunshine was bright. 

	Too bright. 

	I would’ve been stumbling around if Eric hadn’t hopped out to help. Bless his heart. My carry-on was carefully set on my oversize luggage. Eric slowly stepped away from it. 

	I laughed, “It’s alright. It won’t fall. Thanks.” 

	“No problem. Are you all set?” 

	“I am. I’m giving you a nice tip, and a great rating.” 

	Eric chuckled. “Thanks. Add me as a preferred driver. I’ll get first dibs on your requests. Have a good one.” 

	“You too.” I searched for my aviator sunglasses while shielding my eyes. Daytime hours weren’t my favorite, but being a night owl wasn’t helping my current situation. 

	 I was in a lovely nightmare of my choosing.

	Eric drove away, but I didn’t move an inch until my sunglasses were on. 

	Ah. Sweet, sweet relief. 

	The early morning sunshine was tinted, and I was free to gawk at the custom wooden sign. 

	Knock On Wood. 

	Jasmine said it would be a surprise. Superstition aside, it was catchy. Knock On Wood. The name was a yes.

	 I walked in and immediately knocked on the sign by the door. The early risers were quick to welcome me. 

	Aww. Apparently, it was a niche thing for Jasmine and Scott’s café, but it made sense to touch the wooden sign.

	Hopefully, it would ward off bad luck too. 

	Hellos were quietly said while navigating to a booth near the window. It was the perfect spot with a great view.

	Bobbie Jo kept glancing in my direction. The sunglasses were making her doubt her memory. My hair was in long tangles, my luggage was stowed under the table, and my glasses were ditched. I smiled at Bobbie Jo. 

	She quickly waved, knowing she had guessed right.

	Bobbie Jo was delicately pretty. She had been like that since grade school. Boys were carrying her books and opening doors for her before she ever wanted them to. 

	Bobbie Jo wasn’t conceited. She was kind-hearted, but no one, and I mean not one able-bodied soul had bullied her. Bobbie Jo could scrap. She was too pretty to be taking a bruising. She learned how to tussle early on. The mean girls had a rough go of it with the three of us. Jasmine and I were always around to make sure everything stayed fair. 

	Grams said not all the girls who acted mean were mean. They needed to fit in and belong or they would get bullied. All that bitterness might eventually make them terrible people. To me, that meant they were no better than the mean girls. They were the same for pretending to be.

	They were all terrible people. 

	All of them. 

	Grams was amused by that. She smiled and then calmly said, “They might be. It’s not your responsibility to fix what somebody else broke. They’re choosing to be that.” 

	Grams always talked about socially accepted things, but it wasn’t for etiquette. I was well-mannered already. She   said it was about learning the rules before breaking them. Grams encouraged my ability to think freely, despite anyone else’s beliefs, including hers. 

	Being home felt bittersweet. Grams was gone, but the thought of her was like sunshine, breaking through the clouds, and shining bright while everything else was dreary gray. 

	I knew it to be true. 

	Grams would never be forgotten. 

	Bobbie Jo quickly tied her apron and went to work. Knock on Wood had my kind of vibe, so it would be my new go-to for writing. Five minutes into being back, and I was already sorting things out. So far, I was winning. 

	Jasmine was finishing up with a customer. She was a sassy barista in stylish denims with her midnight-black hair twisted into a tangly bun. Her green tee matched her eyes, her apron, and the stripes on her sporty runners.

	Jasmine wore everything effortlessly, and her husband, Scott, was tall, dark, and outrageously handsome. Jasmine said she hit the jackpot with him. They had met by chance. Scott stopped by the Pine Springs Diner. Jasmine happened to be working there at the time. 

	Maybe Scott picked up on her fiery temper. Maybe he had seen Jasmine in action. However it went, Scott was hooked. He kept driving back to Pine Springs to hang out during her shifts. Jasmine liked him too. Sparks flew. 

	A year later, they were married, and Scott purchased the house she wanted. They opened the café together. Books & Coffee. They played with a bunch of punny names. Brew Me Baby. Just Brew it. Brew for You. 

	Scott liked Knock On Wood when Jasmine mentioned it. They named the café that without another thought. 

	My best friend hurried in for a hug. 

	We talked nonstop until Scott pulled her close. 

	Jasmine playfully hit him. 

	“I’m hurt,” Scott teased his wife. “Kiss me to balance it out. Jassie, I’m sorry. I’ll let you two catch up. Hey, Kels.”  

	“Hi. Thanks for taking care of my best friend.” 

	“I’m trying. Jassie’s giving me a rough go.” 

	Jasmine sighed, “I’m not.” 

	“You are. Don’t fuss. I’m going. I’m going.” Scott backed off with his hands up in mock surrender.

	 He finally walked away, chuckling. 

	Jasmine couldn’t even pretend to be mad. She hurried to set things up with a ceramic cup and trendy coffeepot.

	 “Sorry. Scott is too much. Quick, before more people come in. How does it feel to be back in Honey Grove?” 

	“Can’t say. I’ve been here all of ten minutes.” 

	“And this was your first stop?” Jasmine’s emerald-green eyes sparkled with emotion. “Aww, you missed me.” 

	I smiled, “I did, but I’m renting your beautiful loft. Or is someone staying there until next week?” 

	“No. No one. We wouldn’t change our mind about renting it to you. Plus, you paid six months’ in advance.”

	Jasmine poured hazelnut coffee into the pretty ceramic cup. “We talk every week, but everything was all about how life is going. Changes for you, and café business for me. Now, we have to go over it. Let’s get you up to speed.” 

	“Okay. I checked out the pictures. Dolly made changes to Fig & Fern. It’s on Cotton Blossom Lane, so the design matches. The building looks so elegant. Hopefully, the town committee didn’t give her too much grief about it. Didn’t you say Mister Winston has a door camera?”  

	“Yes. Now, he comes in to relax with his phone. Mister Winston said no one will be tampering with or taking anything. Scott told him he was overpaying for his newspaper subscription. You should’ve seen the look on Mister Winston’s face! He looked ready to punch Scott!”

	We laughed more. 

	I shook my head, “Technology has unleashed a terror like we have never known. Wait until Mister Winston finds out that he can talk through the camera.” 

	“He knows. He was trying to use it like a walkie-talkie.” 

	We laughed again. 

	Jasmine sighed, “All that carrying on keeps Mister Winston young.” 

	“I’ll be doing my best to avoid him. Mister Winston knows it was me who fixed his fence, years back. He said it was fine the way it was. He didn’t need my meddling.” 

	“He did need it. Mister Winston should’ve been replaced that fence. It was a rusted mass of twisted metal. It might be time for repairs since it’s been four years.”  

	“Four years. Grams has been gone for four years.” 

	“You left again right after,” Jasmine quietly said. “But you’re here. I’m glad. We all are, even the ones too stubborn to admit it. Congratulate Bobbie Jo. She got married last month. Her husband, Finn, moved here from San Diego. He works at Honey Grove Medical Center. He’s in charge of the Trauma Unit. Finn works in the Emergency Room too. He and Scott are good friends.”

	“Okay. Send the link for Bobbie Jo’s registry.” 

	“You already bought a French ceramic bakeware set.” 

	“I did. Sounds nice. How much did it set me back?”  

	“Four hundred and twenty-five, give or take.” 

	“Okay. I’m sending the cash to you.” 

	“That works. Bobbie Jo will probably bring in your card. Say, I hope you like the bakeware.” 

	“Bobbie Jo. French bakeware. Got it.” 

	“See, you can do normal when you have an amazing best friend to keep you grounded.” 

	“Lies. I’m struggling. Can’t you see my suffering?” 

	Jasmine laughed again. “I see no such thing. Spend time alone when you need to recharge. Oh, whatever you do, limit your interactions with Dash.” 

	I groaned, “Is he still the town playboy?” 

	“Of course. Dash is either climbing in or jumping out of someone’s window. Yes, he’s still window hopping, well, mostly. Dash probably uses the door with his regulars. Some of his recent hookups have been extra possessive.” 

	“I have a weak spot for men who are rough around the edges. Dash is definitely that, but we don’t have history.” 

	“He’s a flirt. Any woman he talks to is a threat.”

	“Looks like I might end up in the jailhouse.”

	“I’ll post your bail, but your Dad will find out.”

	“Yeah, there’s that.” I sighed. “My life is not okay.” 

	You’re home. Don’t ruin it by doing that thing.” 

	“What? Explore all the potential outcomes and then carefully construct plans that are highly effective but extremely risky. Said plans will allow for alternative possibilities that may or may not lead to my leaving.” 

	“Yes. All of that. Don’t do any of that. Kels, being home will be good. You’ll see. Does your dad know you’re here?”  

	“Yes. He’ll be in. Dad will want muffins and coffee. Honey, I needed to show my face in the place. Cause I won’t have anyone thinking I’m too good. No, Ma’am.” 

	Jasmine quickly giggled, “You have Grams’s speech pattern down. Goodness. You sound so much like her.”  

	I sighed, “It helps sometimes, but I still get a terrible pang, you know, that deep hurt. Grams has been gone for years, but we’re still struggling. Ginny Marie Lewis was everyone’s light. Honey Grove is less bright without her.”

	“Ain’t that the truth.” Jasmine’s eyes quickly misted. She shook her head. “I’m not crying. I can’t. I won’t.” 

	“You can if you want,” I gently told her. “Everyone could use a good cry, every now and then. Go on and cry.” 

	Jasmine laughed and then dabbed at her eyes with a linen napkin. “Listen to you. When did you get so wise?” 

	“Life kept doing a number on me. It was happening whether choices were made or not. I started choosing.” 

	“That’s why you’re here.” Jasmine teased. “Your coffee is piping hot. Be careful. I’ll be back with muffins. You’ll like them. Ms. Daphne and Ms. Fiona are still baking up a storm. We get fresh deliveries every morning like clockwork. Fable & Flour is doing great.” 

	More customers came in. The sign knocking and friendly cheers were super cute. Sometimes, people go where they can smile easily. Where they are wanted. 

	Jasmine hurried to greet more customers, and I went into my messenger bag for my laptop. My phone was lit. 

	Lisa again. 

	I put in one earbud and tapped the screen. 

	“Kelsie Lewis.” 

	“Don’t you have my name in your phone?” 

	“Good Morning, Lisa. What can I do for you?” 

	Lisa forgot her manners, clearly, but she tried to recover. “I was calling to ask if you were in town.” 

	She wasn’t asking, but I helped things along. 

	“Yes. I’m here.” 

	“Good. Maple Hollow Commons opens at eight-thirty, so it’s best to get there early. The earlier, the better.”

	“I’m aware. I’ll be there around ten. Question.” 

	A quick recall. 

	My new coworkers. 

	Okay, let’s see. 

	Not Cody Mason. 

	He covers sports, nothing but sports. 

	Everyone else was fair game. My ask would’ve happened, but Lisa was anxiously rambling. 

	“What? What is your question? What is it?” 

	“Wouldn’t it make more sense to send someone who has been working at the Chronicle longer? Avery or Sylvie? Alex or Marc would probably be up for it too.” 

	“You’re the Hometown Sweetheart. You went out and made a name for yourself. Everyone knows you.” 

	Everyone might know of me, but it wasn’t for being a sweetheart. Smart and bored didn’t mix. I was the town’s wild child. Sometimes, I got a firm talking to. Other times, I was punished, but my reasons always made sense.

	Everyone felt extreme relief when I left for college. Dad definitely needed a break. Being a single parent probably wore on him because I was always doing the most, but Lisa didn’t know that, and I wouldn’t be telling her.  

	Instead, I kept being respectfully polite.

	“We’re a close-knit town. You’ve been here a while. They probably won’t mind answering your questions.”

	Lisa went back to being snippy. “Do you want it or not? It’s okay if you’re not up for it. Move to Freelance. Maybe it’s too soon after your traumatic experience.” 

	Lisa was referring to my last project. I had suffered broken ribs, and deep lacerations, but the documentary was released. Justice was served. My crew and I didn’t need the accolades then, and I didn’t need them now. 

	“My scars were worth the sacrifice. Uncovering the truth matters. Always.” 

	Lisa didn’t have anything to say. Her ability to communicate was definitely lacking. She had probably been given too many passes for her terrible behavior. 

	Lisa made this annoying sound. She was scowling, frowning, sneering, just doing the most. Maybe Lisa needed time to gather all that hostility. 

	I patiently waited. 

	Lisa finally sighed, “Do you want it or not?” 

	“I’ll be at the Commons by ten.”

	 I ended the call without another word. 

	Lisa Collin was problematic. Conflict was expected. I would ruin her reputation and mine if it made a positive impact. For now, I would be tallying her transgressions. Everything will be returned in kind. We would continue until mutual respect was reached. It could take a while. It could be never.

	Scott offered to take my luggage. I followed him upstairs to the spacious loft. It was crazy beautiful. Keys were in hand, and I was ready to get situated, but Dad’s last text said he was on his way.

	 Scott was thanked again for doing all the lifting. We went downstairs to the café. My Strawberry Graham muffins were delicious, and my coffee was topped off. 

	Okay. Time to work. 

	My laptop was open, and I was doing research on every and anything leading up to the councilman’s departure.

	 

	
 

	 

	two

	 

	 

	Hazelnut coffee fueled me. Day one would start on a good note. Lisa didn’t bother saying the Councilman’s name, and I wasn’t asking. A brief search ended with basic info on Miller C. Abrams. C for Christopher. Traditional.

	News articles, public records, and archived meetings were read for info. Miller had been on the council for fifteen years. Three years before I left Honey Grove. His name wasn’t ringing any bells, but I was a teenage kid working part-time with dreams of traveling the world. 

	Miller C. Abrams had been active in community relations since his early twenties. He hailed from Forest Glen. Miller offered advisory services like consults for running successful campaigns. He did plenty for his hometown and Honey Grove. Miller didn’t seem to have any ties to Pine Springs. 

	I kept searching. 

	Councilman Abrams’s name was mentioned in most meetings, and again with updates about projects. Nothing major. Miller supported a new library program. Votes were cast for road repairs. All standard stuff. No bitter arguments. Miller didn’t seem to be a headline maker.

	Hmm. A budget dispute. I quickly skimmed the transcript until his name caught my attention. 

	Councilman Abrams received a phone call. He abruptly excused himself from the budget meeting. 

	He wasn’t mentioned again. I checked the date on the transcript. Three days ago. No follow-up since.

	Next was the council’s official website and social media. No statements. Not even a mention. Thought went into it. 

	Miller Abrams seemed like an everyday guy. 

	Maybe I would find out more at Maple Hollow. 

	Sunlight came in through the glass panes. My spot was a little bit of heaven. Daydreaming could happen easily. 

	A cozy booth, coffee, and my laptop. 

	Life was good. 

	Movement at the door drew my attention. 

	Dad walked in. He tapped a beat on the wooden sign. Everyone clapped. He quickly looked around the café. 

	Dad was searching for his daughter.

	 He found me.  

	We shared a knowing look and then Dad turned to wait for Bonnie Mae. She wasn’t messing around. Bonnie Mae knocked on the sign while doing a sassy two-step.

	Claps and whistles happened. 

	Jasmine squealed. 

	We all laughed. 

	Dad looked so happy.  

	I waited until they were close to stand. Dad pulled me into the warmest hug. My face was pressed against his chest. Bonnie Mae was watching with her hands clasped. 

	I laughed, “Dad, you have to introduce me.” 

	“I need to hold you first.” Dad’s voice went gruff with emotion. “It’s been years too long, Sweet Pea.” 

	I fiercely hugged him back with tears brimming. Dad was a supportive and caring parent. He said I was running from or looking for something. I would keep leaving until the need was through. He wasn’t wrong. 

	I slowly broke our hug to look up at him.

	 “We see one another on video chat three times a week. Always. I never skip. I know it’s not like being here.” 

	Dad kissed my forehead. “It’s not. I’ve missed you.” 

	“I missed you too, Daddy!” I quickly rambled just to see his reaction. I hadn’t called him, Daddy, since I was a little girl. Saying it brought tears to his eyes. 

	Bonnie Mae was clutching her chest with tears sparkling in her eyes too. 

	I smiled. “It’s good to see you.” 

	She smiled back. “You too. One thing’s for sure. The video chats didn’t do you justice. You’re beautiful.”   

	 “Thanks. You’ve caught me half-decent. My only wish is to be half as stunning as you, Ms. Bonnie Mae.”  

	She replied with a cute little shrug. “Oh, I do alright.” 

	We laughed at that because Bonnie Mae was doing more than alright. She looked to be in her late forties with a few gray strands. Her hair was cut in thick wispy layers around her shoulders. Bonnie Mae was elegant in a floral wrap dress and strappy heels. She was bubbly, curvy, and her laughter made Dad smile, each and every time. 

	He pulled us close. “My two favorite girls. This is all I’ve been wanting. Sweet Pea, I was hoping you would visit.” 

	“It feels good to be home.”  

	My confession earned another forehead kiss from Dad. Bonnie Mae settled into the booth. I quickly sat, knowing Dad would wait until we were situated. I gave them time to chat with Jasmine. They put their order in, but Dad kept looking at me. He blinked and kept right on staring. 

	I teased him. “Look away. I’m not going to disappear.” 

	“Yeah, I know that.” 

	“Do you?” Bonnie Mae asked him. “You’re staring at the girl like she’s gonna fade away.” 

	Dad sheepishly rubbed his neck. “She’ll always be my baby girl. I’ve been worrying more these days.”

	“I know. The last assignment was it for me. I had time to think about it while recovering from my injuries.” 

	Dad shook his head. “I should’ve been in L.A. I could’ve stayed, or we could’ve drove back.”

	“Across the country? No. My medical insurance was for Cali. It was best to stay put. I’m all patched up. My career in Journalism was at its peak. I left at the right time.”

	“I’m not complaining about you making changes. Are your finances okay? I’ve been putting money aside for you.” He cleared his throat. “For emergencies and such.” 

	Bonnie Mae was smiling. She knew like I did. He was saving his cash to leave it all to me. Dad needed to stop doing that too. It was his cash. He deserved to enjoy it. 

	“Dad, I don’t need anything. I wanted to come home.”  

	The emotion choked him up. Blake Lewis cared about his family more than anything. Having his only daughter home mattered. Dad was proud of his hometown too. He believed in community and being of service to others. Even after retiring with a full pension at fifty-two. 

	Dad tried to be stern, but he was a big teddy bear when it came to me. Something was on his mind. 

	Dad was thinking about how to say it. He cleared his throat. “Well, I wasn’t expecting you until next week. But your room was turned into a guest room like you wanted.”  

	I teased him about that. “I know. I was here four years ago, packing it all up. Are my posters still in the attic?” 

	Dad chuckled, “Yeah. You couldn’t part with them. You had to watch them get rolled up to be put in the tubes.” 

	“It was very important work. Top priority.”

	“It was. How long are you staying this time?” 

	“I’m home for good.”  

	Bonnie Mae was silently thanking everything good. 

	Dad was excited and then he went silent. 

	I didn’t give him time to feel uncomfortable. 

	“Dad, I know you and Ms. Bonnie Mae live together.” 

	“You do? How? I was being real careful.” 

	Bonnie Mae smiled, “I told you, she knew. I told you.” 

	Dad chuckled, “Yeah, you did. Sweet Pea, I wasn’t hiding it from you. I didn’t want it to be a shock is all.”  

	“Dad, you’re allowed to have a life. You should be spending your money more too. I’ll make out alright.” 

	I reached for his hand. “You’re happy, and Ms. Bonnie Mae is so pretty. Dad, you did great. Really great.” 

	He chuckled, “I’m a lucky man. Grateful too.” 

	Bonnie Mae lovingly kissed his cheek. 

	I held his hand a little firmer. 

	“Dad, you’re not going to like what’s next.”  

	He calmly spoke. “Go on. Say it.” 

	“I’m renting the loft apartment upstairs.” 

	Bonnie Mae tried not to laugh. I did too, but Dad was in rare form. He went on a quiet rant. It didn’t make sense to pay rent when we had a family home. It wasn’t adding up.

	Dad happened to think it was a waste of money. 

	All that ranting, and he never let go of my hand. 

	I held on too. “There’s more.”

	Dad warily sighed, “Of course, there’s more. Go on.” 

	“I already paid six months’ rent.” 

	“Six months! Six months! Sweet Pea! No! Come home!” 

	Bonnie Mae sided with me.

	“Blake, cut out all that fussing. You’re carrying on, knowing you like being comfortable at the house.”

	“I do, but I’ll change that.” 

	“You don’t have to,” I told him. “I can’t promise to make breakfast. You eat too early for my liking, but I’ll be at Sunday dinners. I’m back in Honey Grove for good.” 

	Dad wanted to believe his daughter was home to stay. He hopefully said, “You never talk about coming home for good. It’s okay if you want to leave sometimes.”

	“I spent my entire adult life, leaving. Dad, I
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