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SUMMARY


A forced sentence leads to a reckless passion…

Hadley

When my husband walked out on me over a year ago, it devastated me. When the divorce papers came, it wrecked me. When we had to sell our house, it broke me.

But then he moved in with his new flavor of the month and told our daughter his new woman wasn’t into children. That pissed me off.

Now Riley feels abandoned, and I can’t make it better; no matter how hard I try. I’m desperate to help her adjust to the loss of a male figure in her life. The Companion Program that matches adults up with children who have loneliness and abandonment issues is my last hope.

The counselors tell me he’s doing community service hours, and I ask to sit in on his meetings with Riley. The minute I see him astride the matte black Harley, I know neither my nor Riley’s life will ever be the same again.

Trick

Community Service. Two words I should be thankful for, but I’m not. I resent the hours away from building my business. The two previous kids I’d been paired up with didn’t work out because their mothers were more interested in getting in my bed than making sure their child was taken care of. This next match with a little girl is my last hope. Unless this kid works out, I’m destined to serve time.

When they push her into the room wearing pink converse with a black dress, her crazy curls barely held back by the barrette in her hair, and studious glasses on her face, I can tell she’s scared – of new people, of change, of being pushed aside. Something inside of me breaks, and I want this girl to feel wanted again.

What I’m unprepared for is meeting her mom. The second our hands touch, I see fireworks, bright lights, and a picture of the future I could one day have. The future I’ve never allowed myself to wish for.

Community service becomes more than a chore, more than the precious hours I have to give up. In the months that follow, I realize Riley and Hadley are just like me; they’ve been abandoned, left behind by the world, forgotten by those who should love them.

Thanks to the one last hope in both our lives – we found the light in the darkness we’d been searching for.


CHAPTER ONE


Hadley

“You’re his last hope.”

Rebecca, the director of The Companion Program lays it on thick, and I’m doing my best to be open-minded, but what she’s told me is has me doubting my decisions. “He’s a felon?” I rub my forehead with the heel of my hand, hoping to relieve some of the pressure that’s built behind my eyes. This is a big decision.

“He was a felon,” she clarifies. “This charge was elevated because of his past, but I assure you – he is a changed man.”

Am I crazy for even considering this? On the one hand, I think so. But on the other, I try to see the best in everyone and I know it’s possible to change. Look at what I’ve done for myself in the past two years. Who am I to judge? “What did he do?”

“It’s a vandalism charge. That’s all I’m allowed to say, but if he can’t be matched with a child to perform his community service hours, he’s going to go to jail. Given his previous charges, the jail time will be exacerbated.” She stops, eyeing me critically. “Patrick has done a one-eighty from where he was. He’s trying to build a business, trying to re-build his life. This would completely derail any chance of it.”

“I’ve gotten to know him,” the older woman gives me a sympathetic smile. “He’s not a bad man. Put himself in bad situations and reacted badly? Sure. But bottom line is if she was my child, I’d trust him with her.”

I look over at my daughter, Riley, and wonder if I’m doing the right thing. In my heart, I know I am. She’s been devastated; we’ve been devastated since my husband walked out on us. The marriage wasn’t perfect and of course we had issues, especially about Riley, but I’d never expected him to leave. He gave up what I thought was a good and solid marriage to move in with a woman who didn’t care he had a child. Children aren’t her thing and they aren’t his either. That’s left Riles without the guidance of a male figure and she’s been withdrawn since the separation began. It only got worse as the divorce dragged on. When it was final, we were appointed a court counselor, and the counselor suggested I contact The Companion Care program which leads me to where I am now. It’s left both of us vulnerable and questioning what we have to offer. Maybe if Riley gets her self-esteem back, I can get mine back too.

“You swear you’d trust your child with him?”

“I would,” she tells me, reaching out to grip my hand. The contact is enough to startle me. For the months leading up to the separation, my husband and I never touched, and since then, it’s been just me and her. It’s foreign to feel someone else’s skin against mine now. Regardless of their gender or age. When you aren’t touched for long periods of time, it’s a shock to the system when it’s being reintroduced. What’s an even bigger shock is I didn’t realize until this moment how lonely I’ve been. Human contact shouldn’t feel foreign, it’s a reminder I need to get back out into the world.

“Can I be there? I don’t want her to feel uncomfortable, and I’d like to know who he is myself. She and I have been a team for a while now, and I’d like for us to do this together.”

She balks for the first time and it gives me pause. “I’m not sure you should be there, I don’t know if Patrick would like it or not,” she breaks off with a shrug and a grimace.

It’s almost a look of warning and immediately I wonder what she’s hiding.

“I’ll allow it, but I’m going to be honest with you,” she stops and sighs. “Patrick Tennyson is a gorgeous man. If I wasn’t happily married for the past twenty-five years, I would make a pass at him – age difference be damned.”

I laugh despite myself.

“The other two kids we’ve paired him with have been a problem because their mothers have made it difficult for Patrick. They made inappropriate advances and he didn’t reciprocate. Oddly enough, they complained and he felt like he could no longer remain with their children.”

Oh, I understand now. I hold my hands up. “That won’t be a problem with me. I’m a single mom who works a full-time job, has an online Etsy store that occupies hours of my time, and takes care of her child. I’m not looking for a relationship, now or even five years from now. I’m just trying to live my life, take care of my daughter, and put food on our table.”

As God as my witness those words are true. I’m still trying to get over the anger, despair, and grief I feel having lost my eight-year marriage. That’s not to say I’m not open to something happening somewhere down the line, but I’ll never chase it.

“Okay Hadley, we’ll set up the meeting. I believe we can expect good results.”

I stand, holding out my hand to the director. I can feel hope and optimism for the first time since my ex-husband left. Maybe this man can help me reach Riley, maybe he can help her understand not all men leave. Maybe if she believes, then so can I.

Trick

“How is this one going to be different than the rest?”

I kick my long legs out in front of me, trying not to make too much noise as the steel-toes of my boots meet the metal of the desk in front of me. Regardless of what other people think about me, I would prefer to blend into the background. I don’t really want to make a spectacle of myself. I’ve been told the way I carry myself doesn’t allow me to blend into the background, but I am who I am and I refuse to let people screw me around.

Matthew, my probation officer, God bless his soul is flipping through some paperwork trying to find me a match. I think he wants to keep me out of jail as much I don’t want to go back there. “They swear this woman isn’t interested in finding a man, and it seems the little girl needs someone who can help her. The name’s Riley.”

“What’s wrong with her?” I lean forward, keeping my arms tucked tightly across my chest, hands in my armpits. As a kid, I had a bad habit of talking with my hands. My dad didn’t like it, so I learned to keep them close to my body.

He’s going over the info sheet. “Looks like the dad slash husband walked out on them, and he isn’t interested in being a father to Riley anymore. She’s withdrawn and the mother is worried. Hadley, the mother, has requested to be there for at least the first few sessions.”

Any mother who gave a damn about her kid would, but that makes me nervous. “I can’t fault her for wanting to be there, but damn, what if she turns into another one? I can’t go to jail. The fucking shop is booked solid for the next three months. I’ve finally got all my shit figured out.”

“I know, and don’t think I’m not sympathetic to your plight, Patrick.”

“Oh kiss my ass, you know I hate when people call me by my given name.”

Matthew glares. “There does need to be some semblance of professionalism here, no matter how much I like you and feel as if you’re doing great things.”

Fuck me. I roll my neck, already feeling a tension headache starting to form. I’ve already wasted too much time today. “Just set it up and let me know what time I need to be there.”

It’s time to pay my debt to society. To try and right the wrongs I caused as an angry young adult who had nobody to shape me into the man I have become. The vandalism charge? That’s bullshit and a story for another day. I pull my phone out of the pocket of my well-worn jeans. Shit it’s already two pm. I’m gonna be at the shop late tonight.

“Tomorrow, nine am. They want to get this show on the road, and the quicker you start, the quicker your hours will accumulate.”

Whatever. “See ya in two weeks,” I tell him, referencing my next parole check in.

I have work to do, and it looks like I have a little girl to meet tomorrow. As I step out into the bright sunshine, I put on my aviators and hope like hell traffic isn’t bad as I make my way back across the bridge to my side of town. The side where I’m comfortable – where people have rough edges and good hearts. My edges have sometimes been razor sharp and it’s time to dull them – anger and resentment have gotten me nowhere but serving almost a thousand hours of community service.

Growing up sucks, especially when you realize all the bad shit you’ve done to yourself, to spite yourself. I’ve never shied away from taking responsibility and I’ll take this the way I have everything else, but damn if it’s not coming at the worst possible time for me personally.

I start my bike and ease into afternoon traffic. Time to get to work.

[image: *]*

A loud noise wakes me from a sleep so deep I’m pretty fucking sure I was dead. It’s this annoying beep – constant and getting louder by the second. I reach out, slapping my hand against my cell phone, but it keeps going off. Why did I set the alarm? I wrack my brain, trying to figure out why in the hell I had to get up so early today. I was in the shop until almost four in the morning, but I made sure to set my alarm. Why? The reason is right there, on the periphery of my memory, knocking on the door, but it’s not clicking. What the fuck did I have to do today?

Suddenly I sit up, knowing exactly where I should be today, what I should be doing. The sinking feeling is already taking up residence in my stomach.

“Son of a fucking bitch,” I grab the phone, squinting to see what time it is. Eight fifty-five. “Shit!”

It’s inevitable I’m going to be late as hell for my first day. What a way to make a good impression. Quickly I put on the nearest clothes, a jacket, run my hand through my short hair, and head out. Effort counts, right? Because I’m about to put forth the most effort I ever have. This shit has to work.


CHAPTER TWO


Hadley

My heart is breaking and my hope is dwindling as the seconds tick by, turning into minutes. The man is late, and I don’t want to be the person who tells my daughter she’s been abandoned again. She’d been more excited about today than I’d seen her in months, as we’d left the house. She hadn’t been able to sit still as she’d twirled around the living room, her curls and the ruffles of her tutu spinning in circles with her.

“Mom,” she turned to face me as I locked the door on our apartment. “Do you think he’ll like my outfit?”

She’d picked it out so painstakingly – it was her favorite. A plain white t-shirt, a black ruffled tutu that I’d made with the help of some Pinterest board, and her pink Converse. Her curls, always too big for her head, were held out of her face by the clip I’d barely been able to close, and the glasses she wore made her appear more studious than her years. My heart clenched as I thought of all the moments her dad was missing out on.

With the biggest smile I can muster I look down at her. “Riles, you’re the most beautiful six-year-old in the world. Of course he’s gonna love it.”

“Let’s give him a few more minutes,” Rebecca crosses her legs, folding her hands on her lap.

The way she kicks her foot to a rhythm only she hears says she’s just as worried he’s not going to show as I am.

I’m tempted to tell her no. I won’t put Riley through the embarrassment of being left again. I can’t put myself through it either, but some force I can’t name stops me. Maybe I want to give this guy a chance, maybe I’m sick of breaking my daughter’s heart. There’s only so many times I can absorb the tears and carry the burden of her sadness.

“We’ll wait,” I fake an optimism I don’t believe, a happiness I’m not sure I can ever feel again.

Words fail both she and I as we sit at the table. I’m begging whatever God there is to not disappoint my baby girl again. I’m negotiating to make sure things go right for once. As I’m about to lose hope, the door to the room we’ve been sitting in opens and I can feel his presence before I see him.

It’s this shock. Like I turned a light switch off after running my feet over the carpet in the winter. You know, the one where you actually see the spark between your finger and the plastic? That spark passes through my body before I even see him.

As he makes his way over the threshold of the door, I suck in a breath, willing my lungs to let it out. Rebecca was right, he is gorgeous. Like “climb him like a tree and devour the strong column of his throat” gorgeous. He’s tall. His shoulders wide, waist lean, hands have smidgens of grease on them. He’s blue collar, and for that I breathe a sigh of relief. Blonde hair is short and unkempt – a little long on the top – sides shaved. But it’s his face that’s so devastatingly handsome it makes me want to weep. High cheekbones, angular nose, and the beginnings of a beard cover his cheeks, the hair light against the natural tan of his skin.

“About time you made it, Patrick,” Rebecca stands up, striding across the room with sure steps, her heels pounding against the hard floor.

“Becky,” he gives her a smile that I’m sure have made many panties drop. “We don’t do first names between us. I’m Trick, remember?”

“You’re late,” she fixes him with a glare and a disapproving purse of her lips.

“And I’ll stay to make up for it as long as,” his eyes find mine, and he raises his eyebrows. “What’s your name?”

“Hadley,” I supply, because I’d like to hear what it sounds like coming out of his mouth.

“Hadley,” he repeats and I think I may have died a little right in this chair. The sound is rough, sexy, and almost a growl, as rugged as the man himself looks. “Is okay with it.”

I agree because I know Riley’s going to be a tough nut to crack. She’s going to be pissed he’s late, and I want him to have a chance. I want him to break through her shell, like I haven’t been able to. I’ll help him as long as he takes interest because I truly believe he’s my last hope. If he can’t bring her back to me, I’m at a loss; I have no more ideas on what to do.

“We’ll stay as long as we can. We have some things to do today.”

“Good,” he smiles at both of us. “Can I meet her?”

Rebecca hits the intercom, asking them to bring Riley in and I shoot up a prayer. This has to work. If it doesn’t, I’m not sure what we’re going to do.

Trick

I run my hand through my hair, trying to tame it. The top seriously needs a cut, and I know I look like I just rolled out of bed. They probably think I tied one on and left a woman asleep on my pillow. Fuck. As I bring my hand down, I see smudges of grease still in the corners of my fingernails. So much for making a great first impression.

“Any tips you want to give me?” I look over at the mom, hoping she responds to my question. I’ve always liked kids, but haven’t really been around them before.

She shakes her head, her blonde hair falling in her face. “Sorry, I can’t make this easier on you. It’s her you’ve got to impress, not me.”

So it’s like that? I admit to myself I would have judged her had she not been such a mama bear to her daughter. “I can respect that.”

The pointed look directed my way lets me know I better respect it.

The door to the room opens and I turn around. There are moments in your life no one can prepare you for. Snippets of time that make or break the future. As I get a glimpse of the little girl standing in the doorway, I realize with startling clarity this is one of those moments.

“Riley, meet Patrick,” Becky puts her hand out, motioning for her to come further into the room, but Riley doesn’t take it.

She glances up, looking at me through glasses that appear to be too large for her face, because she’s so small. Her blue eyes are huge, and she reminds me of one of those cherubs on baby commercials. I offer her a smile, but she doesn’t smile back.

“Mom,” she looks behind me, her wide eyes on Hadley. “Why was he late?” Her voice is shaking, and I realize immediately the fear there. I’ve had that fear too many times in my life to count.

It’s the fear you’ve been forgotten and left alone.

Hadley opens her mouth to answer, but as she does, I go down on one knee. Hopefully being more on her level will help Riley be more receptive to me.

“I was late,” I admit, having a seat on the ground, sitting cross-legged. “See,” I hold out my hands so she can take in the grease stains. “I’m a mechanic and I was up late last night trying to get someone’s bike up and running. They had to get to work this morning.”

Riley steps closer, inspecting my hands. “But that meant you were late,” she accuses.

I could go into a whole explanation about how people pay me to make their experience better than my own, but at six I know she won’t understand.

“I know,” I clasp my hands in my lap. “And for that I’m very sorry. I can tell you I won’t be late again.”

She juts her lip out at me. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

This kid is so damn smart, and she’s been hurt so deeply it makes my head ache. “I didn’t promise,” I point out. “I said I wouldn’t do it again.”

I reach out, flipping my hand over, palm side up, wondering if she’ll take the bait. Will she allow me to have some sort of physical connection to her.

Her eyes look down at my palm, then back up into my face. She’s not going to go for it, not yet anyway. “Why didn’t you promise?”

As someone who’s consistently been lied to their whole life, I recognize it in her wariness. “Promises are meant to be broken, right? Nobody ever keeps them.”

She’s quiet, taking in what I’ve said to her. “My mom does.”

“But she’s the only one, isn’t she?”

Riley nods. “So let’s not bullshit each other,” I let it slip before I realize what I’ve done.

Riley giggles and I give her a grin. “Probably shouldn’t have cussed, huh? Let’s not say things we don’t mean. I’ll be honest with you; you be honest with me?”

There’s a silence as she mulls it over. After what feels like a thousand hours she walks slowly over to me, and sits in front of me, her legs matching mine.

“Okay.”

One word – four little letters – have never meant so much.

“Are you mad at me for being late?” I ask, because it’s important to start this off truthfully.

“Yes,” she whispers, almost as if she’s scared to be honest.

“I’m mad at myself for being late, too.”

The admission seems to make her eyes soften towards me, and I want to say more, but I’m unsure of what will make this better.

“Riles, we gotta go,” I hear Hadley say in the background, saving all of us from the awkward silence that’s starting to descend.

“Can we do this again tomorrow?” I ask, hoping they aren’t going to shut me down. I think the kid needs it, just as much as I do. I hurry to stand, to act like the adult I am in the face of these ladies who’ve put me through the wringer.

“You’ll have to be on time tomorrow,” Hadley tells me. “She has piano lessons and we can’t afford to miss them.”

I wonder if she chooses the word afford because of the cost, or if Riley wasn’t musically gifted and one missed session affects her in a bad way. As bad as I want to know, I decide to keep my mouth shut.

“Alright, can we meet here again tomorrow? Same time?”

Hadley looks at her daughter. The two of them have some sort of conversation with their eyes, and then Hadley nods. “We’ll be here, go grab your bag,” she motions with her head to her daughter.

After Riley is out of the room, she walks up to me, facing me down. Her head comes to my collar bone, but it doesn’t seem to bother her.

“Whatever you do, don’t disappoint her again. She’s had enough of it in her life already. I’m willing to give this another shot, but if you’re late tomorrow, you’re going to have to enjoy your time behind bars.”

I grab her shoulders and it’s like I’ve been struck by a bolt of lightning. My heart beats double-time, and I find myself at a loss for words. Weird snippets of a life I’ve never had flash before my eyes and my breath comes faster. I look down at her, and notice her cheeks are flushed, her breathing is also accelerated.

It takes me a moment to grab hold of myself, but when I finally do, I push the words out from between my dry lips.

“I don’t make the same mistake twice. Not anymore.”

Her blue eyes, so much like her daughter’s flash. “See that you don’t.”


CHAPTER THREE


Trick

Sweat drips from my forehead, trailing down to my eyes. Right as I know it’s going to slip in and sting like a son of a bitch, I use my forearm to wipe it away. A happy sigh releases the tension from my shoulders and I glance around.

This is my happy place, my shop is everything. From the oil-stained concrete floors to the walls holding the tools that allow me to do the job at hand. It’s small, barely big enough for me, sometimes a helper, and ten bikes, but it’s mine. Free and clear is something I never thought I would say, but it’s true. This place is mine and nobody is going to take that away from me.

Unless I end up having to serve time.

Most days I can keep that thought at bay, other days it’s at the forefront of my mind. I’ve been there before – serving time – and I don’t want to go back. I can’t go back after I’ve had this taste of freedom.

In my jeans pocket, my phone vibrates. Forgetting I have grease all over my hands, I reach in, pulling the device out. Fuck, I mumble as I realize I’ve covered up the message with the mess on my hands.

Getting up, I grab a rag, doing my best to wipe everything off. When I can finally see enough of the screen, I see it’s a text from Becky.

B: I can’t be there tomorrow Patrick, but please be on time for Riley’s session. It’s as important to her as it is to you.

Fuck all these people who think they know me, think they know what I’m going through. It’s probably more important to me than it is to Riley. I have to prove to someone in this life I can do at least one fucking thing right. If it’s helping her not to feel the same loneliness I feel, then so be it.

T: Got it.

The familiar rage boils up in my gut. I want to hit something, get rid of the inadequacy I always feel when I fuck up.

“This is what got you into some shit last time,” I remind myself. I’m older and wiser now. Older and wiser me decides to take a break, and take a run. If I’m physically exhausted the only thing I can do is work or sleep.

Two things that definitely won’t get me in trouble.

Four miles later and I find myself in front of the neighborhood store. I didn’t grab a bottle of water when I started out, and now I need one.

Walking in, I wave at the cashier, who’s usually the one here when I come in.

“Afternoon, Trick,” the older man calls to me. “Hot one today, huh?”

“Hopefully the last one,” I’m grabbing the biggest bottle of water when I realize I’m kind of hungry too. Turning the corner, I find myself in the section with kid’s toys.

“The weather man says so,” he’s continuing. “Supposed to have a cold front move through tonight. They’re saying low sixties in the morning.”

“I can’t wait,” I mumble as I glance over stuff decidedly much more pink than anything else I’ve ever looked at.

Am I trying to buy her affection? It’s a question anyone would ask themselves, but I feel like she’d talk more if we did something together. Decision made, I grab a container of crayons and a coloring book. Every kid loves to color – right?

Taking everything up to the counter, I grab a bag of beef jerky and add it to my purchases.

“A coloring book?”

I answer with a chuckle. “Don’t even ask. You wouldn’t believe it if I told you.”

He bags it all up, and I walk slowly outside, having a seat on the curb as I drink my water and eat my jerky.

My future is more up in the air than it’s ever been, but I can’t help but hope it’s all going to work out. I’m just not sure for who. Me? Riley?

I hope for both of us, but that cynical part of my personality won’t allow me to fully believe it.

Hadley

“Do you need my help?” I ask Riley as we enter our small apartment hours later.

It’s been a long day, and I don’t really want to help her, but she’s the best thing in my life, and I would never voice those thoughts to her. The fact of the matter is, I’m tired. This life is much different than our previous one, and I’m still desperately trying to find my way.

“No Mom, I got it,” she shuts the bathroom door and I hear the bathtub water running.

With a sigh, I open my bedroom door, not wanting to necessarily look at the little corner I’ve converted into a business center. I’m tired, and the last thing I want to do is work at filling the orders from my Etsy store.

But this is what puts food on the table and allows Riles to take the piano lessons she loves so much. So I’ll do it, even if it means it’s only going to be five hours of sleep for me tonight.

Unlike her father, I won’t ever allow myself to disappoint her. Doesn’t matter what it takes, what I have to sacrifice, I’ll prove to her there are people she can trust.

Even if there’s no one for me to trust.


CHAPTER FOUR


Hadley

“What do you wanna wear today?” I take a huge drink of the iced coffee I made myself first thing this morning. Some mornings I need the jolt of caffeine worse than others; and today I really need it.

“My pink shoes,” she claps her hands.

I can’t help the smile spreading across my face. We got those pink Converse at Goodwill brand new with tags, otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to afford them at the time. It was before I realized I had a gift for what I’ve turned into my side business. When there had been no extra money for anything, I figured out how creative and motivated I am.

“Pink shoes we got,” I hold them up. “But what else?”

She thinks for a moment, her expression pensive. “Jeans like yours.”

I look down seeing my jeans with the hole in the knee. I guess I should thank my lucky stars that deconstructed jeans are now a thing. These are just so old they’re falling apart, but everyone thinks I spent a hundred bucks on them.

“Okay girlfriend, go grab them,” I hold up the red flannel shirt I’m going to wear over my gray t-shirt. “Grab your pink flannel too. We’ll be matchy.”

It’s her favorite thing to be. If she’s not wearing a tutu, she loves to match me. At first it seemed weird to me, but I’ve grown to love it and it works well for the budget.

“We’re not gonna have time to grab breakfast.”

I was up late last night filling orders. My side business – an Etsy store that makes stickers for planners and handmade bullet journal stamps – has really taken off in the past few months. I’m finally getting some savings, but the hours are killing me.

“Can I eat pop tarts?” she asks, coming to the kitchen, putting her arm through her long-sleeved shirt.

We’ve already had Pop-tarts once this week, but I have to do what I have to do. “One, and take a banana, too. I’ll eat the other Pop-tart.”

We hustle out to the car, and since Riley’s so small, she scampers to the back, where she still sits in a booster seat. Only a few more pounds to go, though.

“You think he’ll be late, Mom?”

I hope like hell he won’t. “I’m sure he’ll be there, waiting on us.” My smile is unsure, even to my own eyes, as I see my reflection in the rearview mirror.

If he’s not, I’m going to find out where he lives, and give him a piece of my mind.

Traffic sucks, especially crossing the river, over into the other part of town. This bridge always makes me nervous, has since I’ve been able to drive. I used to hold my breath every time I went over it. Now, I grip the steering wheel and make it my bitch.

Together, we sing along to a song we both like on the radio, and as I turn into the parking lot of the center that holds the Companion Program, I’m greeted with a sight I’m not expecting.

“He’s here Mom!” Riley informs me from the back seat.

So he is. Oh. My. God. It’s a good thing I didn’t see him arrive yesterday. Patrick Tennyson sits astride a matte black Harley, a cell phone to his ear, as he has a lively conversation with someone on the other end. I can tell because he’s gesturing with his hands, the sunlight catching the lenses of the aviators he’s wearing as he moves his head back and forth. The weather cooled overnight, and he’s dressed for it. A beanie on his head, a black leather jacket over his body, and blue jeans with just the right amount of room cover his legs. I let my gaze travel down to the motorcycle boots he wears on his feet. They look like they could stomp a hole in someone. The whole picture he paints is lickable.

“But you don’t need a man, and you don’t want a man,” my independent voice from deep in my brain reminds me.

I blindly tell that voice to shut the fuck up. My body knows what it wants because it’s responding.

“You two need help?” he asks as I get out of the car and go back to help Riley out.

“We got it.” We always do. There hasn’t been anyone around to help in a very long time.

He gets off the bike, and I have to bite back a moan as he approaches us. Where he’s obviously ridden the crap out of the bike, his pants are well-worn at the crotch.

“You okay?” he asks.

I hope he can’t tell what I’m thinking, and I really hope I didn’t make any noises. This is so damn unlike me.

“Great, you ready to go inside?” I fake an excitement I’m not feeling. “Becky said we could use the room today.”

“Sounds good,” he nods. “How’s it going, Sprite?” he asks Riley.

I grin because I’ve always thought she was a little fairy myself.

She looks up at him with her eyebrows drawn. “Yeah, but I don’t have anything to drink.”

I laugh loudly, as does he. From the mouth of babes.

“It means a fairy,” he explains. “You know you looked like one yesterday, with your skirt.”

“It’s a tutu,” she corrects. The word is serious in her world. You must get it right.

“I’m sorry,” he puts his hand over his heart. “Your tutu.”

She glances up at him, reaching for his hand, which surprises me.

“They’re clean today,” Riley observes, seeing no traces of grease in his nails today.

“Told you I’d have it together today,” he reaches in his jacket and hands something to her.

“You shouldn’t have brought her anything,” I don’t want him to give her false hope.

“Nah,” he pushes away the protest as we enter the same room we were in yesterday. “It’s something we can do together.”

She opens the bag, her eyes bright. “Mom, it’s a My Little Pony coloring book!”

“They’re her favorite,” I glance at him, wondering how in the hell he could have known that.

“Lucky guess,” he shrugs and I believe him. Lord help me, I believe him.

“Why don’t you pick out a page for you and Mr. Patrick to color, and I’ll sit over there and read my book,” I hold up my Kindle.

“Call me Trick,” it’s meant for both of us. “I don’t go by Patrick to anyone except my mom and the law.”

I can’t help the puff of air that comes out of my mouth from a laugh I tried to hold in. “Either way, I’ll be right over there. Just pretend I’m not even here.”

Trick

Pretend she’s not there? I’d have to be blind to even attempt it. She ogled my dick like she was a starving woman in a desert earlier but she made no move toward me, and I appreciate the restraint. I still feel the same pull she had on me yesterday, but I’ve promised myself this is about the hours I need to serve and the child I’m going to help. That doesn’t mean I don’t notice what a beautiful woman she is and I can ignore the obvious interest that sparks when she thinks I’m not looking.

I pull out the chair for Riley to have seat. She climbs on, sitting up on her knees so she can easily see over the edge of the table.

“Which page do you want to color?” I grab the box of crayons. They’re small in my big hands, and it reminds me I need to be careful with this little girl. People like me can easily break others if we aren’t mindful.

“You do this one,” she tears out a page, putting in front of me. “I’ll do this one.”

She pulls her lip in between her teeth and looks back at her mom, who’s not paying us any attention. I like that; even though Hadley’s there, she’s letting me have time with her daughter.

“Do you think we should ask Mom?”

“Nah,” I shake my head. More than likely Hadley doesn’t get much time to do what she wants by herself and she truly looks as if she’s comfortable. “We can do this ourselves.”

She nods and sets forth coloring her page. I want to ask questions but I don’t want to make either of them uncomfortable, so I start with the basics.

“Do you go to school?” I find myself shading the hair of a pony, much like I’d shade the pin striping on a bike. What the fuck is wrong with this picture? How did a guy like me, who works with his hands and seen some of the shittiest sides of life end up here? Coloring a picture with a six-year-old?

“Yeah, I’m in the first grade,” she holds her tongue in between her teeth as she colors. “How old are you?” she asks.

So this is how it’s going to be? Question for a question. I like that she’s inquisitive and she’s not willing to just let me take and keep the lead.

“Twenty-nine,” I answer, wrinkling my nose. “I’m old.”

“That’s how old mom is, that means she’s old, too.”

From where she’s sitting, I hear Hadley. “Hey, age is only as old as you feel.”

“Well then I feel much older than my years.”

We’re quiet for a few minutes before Riley speaks again. “My dad’s older than you and Mom.”

“Is that right? How old is he, Sprite?”

There’s an edge to her voice, like she’s trying to tell me something important, but I’m not sure what it is.

“He’s forty-two,” she says with such clarity it strikes me as odd. “He went through a mid-life crisis at forty and he didn’t want us anymore.”

I stop coloring, because I’m sure she’s heard her mom talking about this to others. I don’t blame Hadley because it sounds like the guy is a dick, but my heart breaks for the way Riley’s face has changed. I reach over and lightly grasp her chin. She pulls away from me, but I don’t take it to heart. She’s not trusting, and I’m okay with that.

“Hey, that’s his loss. If he hadn’t been so stupid, I wouldn’t be sitting here spending one of the coolest days of my life coloring with you. Now would I?”

The words seem to put her at ease, and five minutes later, we’re coloring again like we have no cares in the world. I, however, have a ton of questions about the man who broke this little girl’s heart.

OEBPS/i/i1.png





The StarFont font is created by BB eBooks Co., Ltd., a registered company in the Kingdom of Thailand. This font is intended to supplement glyphs in various eBooks. It is freeware and may be used either for commercial or personal use.

http://bbebooksthailand.com 



Copyright (c) 2012, Vernon Adams (vern@newtypography.co.uk),
with Reserved Font Name Oswald

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at: http://scripts.sil.org/OFL

-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives, however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting, or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify, redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components, in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled, redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole, must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY, INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


____________________________________________________________________________________________________
    _____     _     _    __      ____      _   _     __        ______    _     _    ____      _____ 
    /    )    /    /     / |     /    )    /  /|     / |         /       |    /     /    )    /    '
---/----/----/___ /-----/__|----/___ /----/| /-|----/__|--------/--------|---/-----/____/----/__----
  /    /    /    /     /   |   /    |    / |/  |   /   |       /         |  /     /         /       
_/____/____/____/_____/____|__/_____|___/__/___|__/____|______/__________|_/_____/_________/____ ___
                                                                          /                         
                                                                      (_ /     DHARMA TYPE FREE FONTs


EULA ( the End User License Agreement )

This document is a legal agreement between you the end user, and Dharma Type.  
By using or installing Dharma Type font(s), you agree to be bound by the terms of this Agreement. 

1. You may use this font for both commercial and non-commercial works at no charge.
2. You may use this font to create images on the website or printed matter on papre, logomark.....up to you.
3. You may not sell this font without permission.
4. You may not redistribute this font without permission.
5. You may not modify, adapt, translate, reverse engineer, decompile, disassemble, or create derivative works based on this font.
6. This font are Copyrighted by Ryoichi Tsunekawa. All rights reserved. You may not claim copyrgiht rights for this font.
7. DISCLAIMER 
This font is provided to you free of charge.
Dharma Type give no warranty in relation to this font, and you use this at your own risk.
Dharma Type will not be liable for any damage to your system, any loss or corruption of any data or software,
or any other loss or damage that you may suffer as a result of downloading or using this font, whether it results from our negligence or in any other way.

Here is a list of things you could do, Only if you want to:
* Link http://dharmatype.com/ or credit "Dharma Type"
* Tell me what did you use this font for.


FAQ

Q_ Can I use this for a commercial product?
A_ Yes, You can!

Q_ Can I use this on a web page via css @font-face?
A_ Yes, You can!

Q_ Can I donate $ to you?
A_ Yes, You can! ( Paypal: info@flat-it.com )



Contact_______________________________

info@dharmatype.com

Dharma Type (http://dharmatype.com)
  |
  |___ Flat it type foundry
  |
  |___ Prop-a-ganda
  |
  |___ Holiday Type
______________________________________



OEBPS/cover.jpg








Copyright 2010, 2012 Adobe Systems Incorporated (http://www.adobe.com/), with Reserved Font Name 'Source'. All Rights Reserved. Source is a trademark of Adobe Systems Incorporated in the United States and/or other countries.

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at: http://scripts.sil.org/OFL

-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives, however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting, or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify, redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components, in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled, redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole, must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY, INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



