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~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Santi heard the front door unlocking and groaning open all the way from his upstairs studio.

“Baby, I’m home!” 

As if I don’t already know. The young self-employed architect smirked as his girlfriend flew into the room like a wind elemental.

“Caleb is at after-school chess club until 4pm. That gives us just over an hour before I have to go pick him up,” she said, breathless. There was a naughty twinkle in her eyes.

“Slow down,” Santi said, laughing. “Can’t I just finish this one drawing?” he joked, darting a glance at a complicated schematic in process. He had just gotten two new commissions, one residential, one commercial, and although he loved the financial security it brought to support his new family, to get it all done on time would involve moving a mountain or two.

“Yeah... no,” she said, arching an eyebrow at him as she snagged his wrist and pulled.

With fresh laughter rumbling like friendly thunder, Santiago allowed her to drag him toward the bedroom. 

He still couldn’t believe how Lauren had come into his life. Not just Lauren but Caleb. Four months ago it had just been him, a bachelor-architect with modest financial success and no one to share it with. Now, after the death of his estranged best friend from high school and his friend’s wife, he’d become the adoptive father/guardian to a 10-year-old boy. That in itself was incredible, but to also start dating the young social worker who’d brought the boy to him in the first place - well, let’s just say that the stars had aligned to bring something good from all the bad.

How can life sometimes swerve so seamlessly from the tragic or mundane to the miraculous?

It was a puzzle he was still trying to figure out. One that, unlike the 1000-piece conundrums Lauren and Caleb liked to work together, would probably take a lifetime to solve.

“These need to come off,” Lauren said with queenly pomposity, raising his arms and yanking his shirt off like it was on fire.

“Slow down. We have plenty of time,” Santi chuckled. He snagged her wrists, capturing her gently.

The adoration in her eyes matched the swelling of his own heart. The 26-year-old social worker was precious to him, but not just him. She made a difference in so many kids’ lives. Had made one hell of a difference in his. The petite young woman had brown eyes that could melt ice, and her straight mahogany hair ended in waves that framed her delicate face to perfection. 

“What?” she said, as if he were looking at her funny. Which, well, he was.

“It’s just, you’re amazing, you know that? Sometimes I have to pinch myself. I get a great kid and a great girlfriend all in one fell swoop. Not gonna lie - there are times when I don’t feel like I deserve it.”

Lauren pulled her wrists free and kissed the side of his neck as she unbuckled his pants and drew them to his ankles. 

“Listen up, mister, you can daydream and ruminate all you want in an hour. But right now what I deserve is you - on top of me.”

Pretending to be scandalized, Santi marveled as she gave him a mini strip tease. Then, just as he prepared to take her in his arms, she put a fingertip to his lips, freezing him in place  like a sorceress.

“I brought an extra toy. Thought we could pretend that you’re the big bad landlord and I’m the tenant who hasn’t paid her rent in six months.” She gave him a wink and a sultry grin that could have melted a glacier or two. He watched as she drew out a pair of handcuffs from her handbag. His eyebrows rose like two mountain climbers trying to summit.

“Happy to oblige,” he said, taking her in his arms as their lips joined, his hand skimming down her back before taking the cuffs.

~ * ~ * ~ * ~
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Lauren giggled for the third... or was that the fourth time? Santi had lost track.

He was still fishing for his pants while at the same time looking for an equally necessary but still-as-yet elusive item.

His naked girlfriend lay on the bed with her wrist still cuffed to the headboard.

“No, seriously Laur, where are they?”

“They should be in my handbag. I don’t know what could have happened to them.” She’d stopped giggling finally, but her eyes were still laughing.

“This isn’t funny.”

“Oh, come on. Admit it, it’s a little funny.”

With another groan, this one mingling torment and pleasure, Santi leaned over and gave her a kiss. She smelled of strawberries with a hint of rain and honey. He deepened the kiss, cupping the back of her head. His hand slid down to stroke the nape of her neck as his tongue dove deeper. He nipped playfully at her bottom lip as he pulled away. Her eyes, lost and forlorn, begged him not to stop.

“What am I going to do with you? Someone needs to pick up Caleb!” he growled.

Lauren yanked uselessly on her handcuffs and looked down at her birthday suit with a sly grin. 

“Guess you’ve been nominated.”

With a scowl, Santi pulled up his pants and fetched his socks off the floor. “So I’ve noticed. All right, all right, I’m going, but you better be quieter than a mute church mouse.” Grabbing the comforter, he tossed it over her.

“You know what, I bet the key fell out of my handbag in the car when I was getting out my lip balm. Check there before you go,” she added. She shifted so the comforter fell down to expose her chest again and gave him a taunting goodbye wiggle.

“Have you no shame?” he said with a reluctant grin. “It’s bad enough, how vocal you are... Caleb’s surely traumatized from that alone. The last thing I need is him finding a missing key and asking me what it goes to.”

But Lauren scoffed. “He’s in sixth grade, not five years old. He knows about the birds and the bees and why we sometimes lock our bedroom door at night.”

Santi’s scowl deepened even as his eyes softened.

“You’re impossible, you know that?”

“But you love me anyway.”

“Hmm. Maybe I should keep you cuffed to that bed til you learn to behave yourself. Maybe a little punishment is in order....” He reached down, flicking up the bottom of the cover to expose her two pretty feet. His index finger traced a line along her ticklish sole as she yelped.

“SANTI!”

When she squealed his name playfully  like that, there was no sound sweeter. 

“Go pick Caleb up! You’re going to be late!!”

“Oh, now you’re concerned about Caleb. I see how it is.” He strode up, leaned over her, and gave her a kiss on the forehead before whirling about and heading toward the door.

“If I don’t find that key...” he tossed over his shoulder ominously.

But Lauren’s voice followed him with a thousand soothing notes.

“It’s fine. I’m sure it must be in the car somewhere. You’ve got this, my knight in shining armor. I believe in you, baby.”

With one more groan of frustration at the woman he couldn’t find a way on God’s green earth to stay mad at, Santi shut the bedroom door behind him, adjusted his shirt, and took the stairs going down two at a time.

~ * ~ * ~ * ~
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One Surprisingly-Unbroken Neck and 15 Minutes Later...

~ * ~ * ~ * ~
[image: ]


“How was school, buddy?”

Caleb’s short-cropped blond hair looked like a clean and tidy helmet atop his head. Those blue eyes looked at him more thoughtfully than normal as he pulled away from the curb. The school fell back in the distance. Santi shouldered his way carefully past the remaining line of cars - all parents waiting to pick up their children.

“It was good, I guess.”

“You guess?”

“Well, I mean it was good. Claire and Davy let me join their group for the big class history project.”

Santi ruffled the boy’s hair with affection. It had been hard on the boy, switching schools in the middle of the school year, and harder still because he’d been going to school in Germany near the base where his parents were stationed until their untimely deaths.

“I sense a ‘but’ coming, buddy.”

“No. It’s just... Mrs. Perez was saying....” Caleb paused, as if unsure whether to go further.

Santi resisted the urge to sigh. Mrs. Perez was a good woman and a great teacher, but she was as nosy as a fibbing Pinocchio and twice as irritating at times.

“She talked about you and Mom.”

Mom. It’s incredible that he calls us Mom and Dad. Not that I’m complaining. Lauren says that each kid is different. Each copes with tragedy and grief in their own way. As his thoughts tumbled together, he felt a sense of awe and gratitude that this little boy had opened his heart to them. It seemed highly unusual, how quickly he had begun to call them ‘Dad’ and ‘Mom.’ Santi and Lauren had hastened to have that conversation with him, that they never intended to replace the mother and father who had loved him the first ten years of his life.

Yet Caleb didn’t seem to want to hear it. 

“You’re my Mom and Dad now. We’re a family, aren’t we? Every family needs a parent and now you’ve become mine. You picked me when you didn’t have to. You didn’t have to take me in based on some promise you made forever ago when you were barely no longer a kid yourself! But you did. And I love you for that, and I love Lauren for being my social worker and helping me not feel alone right after my parents died. We’re all three orphans now, but we’ve all got each other, right? And a family needs a dad and a mom - so you’re mine. You adopted me, but guess what? I’m adopting you too.”

Kids. They said the darndest things and could pour out insight beyond their years when you least expected it.

“And what did Mrs. Perez say about
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