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Chapter One




I looked up at the score board and couldn’t
believe the game was only in the third inning. It felt like we’d
been sitting here for three days. Unusually hot for February—even
for Pasadena—every inch of my body felt sticky and gross. It was
only in the mid-eighties, but after jumping from being in the
sixties the week before, it felt like I was in a toaster oven. The
humidity wasn’t helping either. Having grown up in North Dakota, I
still hadn’t gotten used to California weather after being here for
college the past several years. How my nephew had the energy to be
marching up and down the bleachers was beyond me. Why hadn’t I at
least thought to bring an umbrella for shade?

The body of a four-year-old crashed into me
from behind. I felt something wet and slimy slither down my neck
and grimaced. “Auntie Greenly,” Evan said, his tone oddly
apologetic, “I dropped my gum.”

“What?”

He leaned over my shoulder too far, nearly
toppling into my lap. “I. Dropped. My. Gum.”

I almost told him not to worry about it, but
the image of someone stepping in it and getting ticked off made me
reconsider. Tugging a napkin out from under a half-eaten tray of
nachos, I said, “Where’d you lose it?”

Evan pulled away, quiet. When I looked back
at him, he lifted a hand, finger pointing behind me. “In your
hair.”

For a second there, I thought he said his
gum was in my hair. Surely that was just the heat scrambling my
brain. “What?”

Scrunching in on himself worriedly, Evan
pointed again. “It’s in your hair. It fell out when I jumped on
your back.”

I just sat there waiting for him to say he
was joking. Ten seconds. Thirty. Eventually it hit me. He was
serious. Reaching back, I patted my hair gently. Just above my
shoulders, I felt it, a sticky blob drenched in saliva. Maybe…maybe
if I was really careful, it wouldn’t be stuck too badly yet. It
just plopped out of his mouth onto my hair, right? I pictured it
almost floating above my hair and hoped beyond hope I could just
lift it off. Gently…gently...and….

The gum squished between my fingers even
under gentle pressure, and as I tried to lift it from my hair it
strung out hopelessly. “Ew, ew, ew,” I whined.

My hand froze, because what was I supposed
to do now? I was holding a glob of gum with a stringy mess
connecting it to my hair. If I moved either direction it would only
make the mess worse! What on earth ever possessed me to give a
four-year-old gum? How did I not see this coming?

“Hold on,” a man’s voice
said from behind me. “Don’t move, or it’s just going to make it
worse.”

“What?” I tried to turn
and see who was talking to me, but a hand landed on the top of my
head and held it in place.

The pressure on my head released a moment
later, but then a napkin was pressed against my fingers in an
attempt to extract the gum from my grip. He wasn’t quite able to
get it, and suddenly his other hand was involved, maneuvering my
fingers so he could get the gum cleaned up more easily. That
accomplished, he dropped my hand and told me not to move again. I
could feel my hair being jostled slightly, but he didn’t seem to be
trying to remove the gum just yet. Actually, it sounded like he was
taking a drink of his soda. Too afraid to turn and figure out what
was going on at the risk of spreading the gum even farther, I had
no choice but to wait.

“This might be a little
cold,” he said.

“What?”

Icy water dripped down the back of my shirt.
I jumped in surprise, sending it rolling over my shoulder and down
the front of my tank top as well. “What are you doing?” I
demanded.

“The best way to get gum
off anything is to freeze it. All I had was ice from my drink.
Sorry. I spilled a little on you trying to get the ice out.” He did
sound apologetic, but Evan thought it was hilarious. “I’m Roman, by
the way. Sammy’s dad.”

I couldn’t immediately pinpoint who Sammy
was, but the name sounded familiar and I was fairly certain he was
a kid on my other nephew’s team. The one whose game was dragging on
into eternity. “Greenly,” I grumbled.

“Lydia’s sister,
right?”

A little weirded out that this guy knew
that, I was slow to answer. “Yeah. Guess she’s mentioned me?”
Hopefully it wasn’t to complain about me, as usual.

Roman laughed. “Once or twice.”

That could not be good. My
older sister was married to a great guy, had two awesome kids,
freelanced as a graphic designer, and ran marathons. I was working
on a master’s degree…still, hadn’t had a boyfriend in a while,
worked part time at the campus library, and according to my sister,
was getting more disillusioned by the day. When she wasn’t telling
me what I should be doing with my life, she was trying to set me up with one
of her friends.

All the blood drained from
my face. No. No way. A few weeks back, Lydia kept going on and on about this
single dad of one of the kids on Colby’s baseball team. She kept
trying to talk me into coming to a game to meet him because she was
just sure he was
exactly what I needed in my life. She even went so far as to set up
a date without asking me. I’d been so furious with her I refused to
call him myself and made her cancel since she was the one who’d set
it up. The fight we’d gotten into led to her husband James taking
refuge on the deck in the backyard for two hours.

Normally, our arguments lasted a few
minutes, long enough for both of us to rant a little, then we made
up and moved on. That one had been different, for more than one
reason, but mainly due to flat out bad timing on my meddlesome
sister’s part. Not that she understood why, or that I explained the
reason behind my freak out, but we’d eventually made up and she
hadn’t set me up since then. A small miracle, to be sure.

Now, sitting here with gum in my hair and
watered down soda dripping down my chest and back, every word of
that argument came back to haunt me. Lydia telling me to grow up.
Me throwing a fit about her sticking her nose in my business,
again. She’d begged me to just call and talk to him, promised he
was different than the other guys she’d set me up with in the past.
I’d refused, flat out refused, and made her do it instead. She’d
been embarrassed and completely fed up with me, and I had no doubt
this guy had heard every spec of mortification in her voice as
she’d called to cancel the date.

I could have sunk down
through the bleachers in that moment, gum and all. The last thing I
wanted to do was talk to this guy now, but he was trying to get gum out of my hair
and I felt like I owed him some sort of explanation for that.
“You’re that guy, aren’t you? The one Lydia tried to set me up
with?”

Roman laughed. At me, I was sure.
“Unsuccessfully, but yes. That would be me.”

Of course it was. “She never even asked me
before setting that up with you,” I said defensively. “I already
had something going on.” Actually, I had nothing at all going on,
as usual, but that hadn’t stopped me from spurning Lydia’s pity
blind date.

Roman tugged on my hair. It didn’t hurt, but
it yanked my head back enough that I almost lost my balance and
fell on him. Awesome. Just what I needed right now. Hooking my
fingers under the bleacher seat, I held on for dear life.

“I got the impression
Lydia expects people to do what she says within the first five
minutes of meeting her and she didn’t disappoint,” Roman said as he
tugged my hair again. “I figured that’s what had happened. It’s not
a big deal.”

He said that, but I was still mortified.
Right now, he was probably thinking he was lucky I’d refused to
keep the date Lydia set up. Whatever. This would be just another
part of a story you tell your friends and have a good laugh about.
Him, not me. I was not telling this story to anyone. Ever.

“Well, I got most of it
out,” Roman said. “You might want to try peanut butter when you get
home for what’s left.”

“Peanut butter?” I
wrinkled my nose at the thought of putting peanut butter in my
hair, on purpose. “How many times have you had to do
this?”

Laughing, Roman said, “You’d be surprised.”
He tossed the napkin into the nacho tray and I reached back to feel
my hair. There was still some stickiness, but he’d actually managed
to remove most of the gum wad.

I turned to thank him despite my
embarrassment after realizing who he was, but my words and pride
stuck in my throat when I saw him. Expecting some balding,
nice-personality, let-himself-go single dad like Lydia usually
tried to set me up with, I wanted to die right there on the
bleachers when I looked at Roman. He looked to be in his early
thirties, had dark thick hair that demanded to have fingers run
through it, a casual weekend kind of stubble on his face, and
bright green eyes I knew were laughing at me. His smile was the
worst. Holding a hint of amusement, his lips curled up at what he
saw.

Sweaty, possibly sunburned by that point,
covered in gum and slobber and watered down soda, I was sure I
looked like every guy’s definition of a bullet dodged. Heat was
creeping up my neck and I knew I was half a second from breaking
out in a full body blush. I wasn’t cute when I blushed. I looked
like I had some sort of spotted fever when I blushed like that.
Could this encounter get any worse?

“Thanks,” I mumbled before
turning back around and pretending to be super interested in the
seven-zero game. I was such an idiot.

Behind me, I heard Roman ask Evan, “Where’s
Thor today?”

“Auntie Greenly said we
had to leave him at home because she didn’t want to chase him
around the ball park all afternoon,” Evan said. Great. Now he
thought I hated animals, or had no patience, or something equally
unattractive.

I didn’t hate animals. In
fact, I loved Evan’s puppy. I could be patient, too. When I wasn’t
dealing with Lydia anyway. I was just worried. I’d never had to
keep track of Evan out in public this long. He tended to get bored
and want to wander. Adding in a puppy seemed like a bad idea. I
was trying to be
responsible, for crying out loud. I was babysitting for the weekend
while James and Lydia went out of town for Valentine’s Day. Not
losing Evan during the baseball game was my prime goal for today.
Thor would get a walk this evening when it wasn’t so warm and
sticky and I could keep an eye on all three of my charges more
easily.

The crack of someone actually connecting a
bat and ball solidly caught the attention of the bored crowd. Heads
popped up, including mine. It wasn’t my nephew Colby, though. Roman
cheering behind me clued me in that it must have been Sammy. The
ball landed in the grass between two players who hadn’t even come
close to getting under it. Sammy was standing squarely on first
base by the time one of them managed to pick it up.

“Yeah, Sammy!” Evan
cheered from behind me. He shifted, kicking me in the back, and
turned his attention to Roman. “Are you gonna buy Sammy a double
ice cream after the game? He said you would if he got a hit that
wasn’t out.”

Bribery. I almost laughed. This team needed
more than that to win a game. Poor kids were just awful. I had been
working weekends lately to cover for another librarian who’d quit
unexpectedly, so I hadn’t made it to any of Colby’s earlier winter
season games up till now, but I knew from Lydia that the games
usually ended early thanks to being beaten pretty badly. The whole
point of signing them up for the off-season league was to get the
newbie players caught up on skills before summer. So far it wasn’t
working very well.

“That is what I promised,”
Roman said. “Guess we’ll have to make a stop on the way
home.”

“Can we come and get
double scoops, too?” Evan begged. “Even if Colby doesn’t hit the
ball? Please?”

Completely mortified, I spun around and
said, “Evan, you don’t invite yourself to go get ice cream with
other people. That’s not polite.”

“But,” he whined, “it’s
really hot and I really, really want a big ice cream.” Pushing his
bottom lip out in a pout, he crossed his arms and stared me
down.

It was so stinking cute I almost forgot why
I’d gotten upset with him in the first place. Before I could think
up a good response, Roman stepped in. “Really, you’re more than
welcome to join us. Sammy would love it and I’m sure Colby could
use a pick me up after the game. They’re usually a little
disheartened when they lose.”

“Yeah,” Evan said,
“because they’re so bad.”

Even though I’d been thinking the same
thing, I said, “Evan that’s not very nice to say. They’re all just
learning still.”

Screwing up his face in clear disbelief,
Evan turned away from me and back to Roman. “I want the ice cream
with peanuts and marshmallows. Like last time.”

“Rocky road?” Roman asked.
He smiled when Evan nodded happily. That was about as long as
Evan’s attention lasted. He pushed himself off the bleacher and
went back to exploring the seats for who knows what.

Their exchange made me realize Lydia’s
insistence that I not miss Colby’s game even though it really
wouldn’t have mattered at all when it came to the outcome, had
nothing to do with baseball and everything to do with ice cream.
“So,” I said tightly, “do you go out for ice cream after every
game?”

“Pretty much,” Roman said
casually. “This team really is terrible and we all feel bad when
they don’t do well. They’re trying, but this team of new kids may
not have been the best idea.”

I couldn’t disagree with the logic, but
Lydia was going to hear it from me about this. It wasn’t Roman’s
fault, though, so I did my best to be civil. “Well thanks for
letting us tag along. I hope I’m not too embarrassing to be seen
with in public, being with covered in gum and soda water and all
that.”

Roman’s laugh rumbled up from deep in his
chest. “You look fine.” He chuckled again, probably at the bits of
gum still in my hair. “Your sister was right about you.”

Holding back a groan, I asked, “In what
way?”

“You certainly do make an
impression on a person.”

Letting my head fall into my hands, I
started planning ways to kill my sister.

 



Chapter Two




Colby exited the dugout dragging his feet
and his duffle bag. He sighed when he reached me. “I didn’t even
get a hit.” His gaze darted up to Sammy as his friend trudged over
to Roman. “At least Sammy did. He even made it on base.”

“Maybe next week you’ll
get on base, too. You guys are all getting better every week. It’s
tough catching up to kids who’ve played for longer than you, but
you and Sammy can do it.” I tried to offer him an optimistic smile.
He sighed again. “We’re going to go get some ice cream.” Maybe that
would cheer him up.

Colby’s shoulders rose and fell, but his
expression brightened a little. “With Sammy and Mr. Carpenter?”

He had no idea how much I wanted to say no.
It was on the tip of my tongue to offer to take them both to that
place with all the giant bounce houses, even though it smelled like
sweat and I was positive all the slides were covered in snot and
slobber. “Yeah,” I said with false excitement. “Won’t that be
fun?”

“You’re coming with us?”
Sammy asked. His excitement was genuine as he smiled up at me. When
I nodded, his smile widened even more.

Finally, Colby smiled as well and hefted his
bag onto his shoulder. “Can I have two scoops this time?”

I think we all need two
scoops after today. “Sure, bud. Let’s
go.”

Evan’s hand in mine, we turned and started
for the car. Sammy raced up next to Colby and I had to hold in a
groan when I realized Roman wasn’t far behind. “We usually go to
that little shop next to the library. Unless you prefer somewhere
else. I doubt the boys care much either way.”

“The usual sounds fine to
me.” Not quite as good as going home and putting peanut butter in
my hair, but…

Roman looked like he was trying not to laugh
again, but he spared me any more embarrassment and directed Sammy
away from Colby and toward his truck. It was a nice truck. One of
those big ones that looked like it could drive over the top of all
the other cars on the road. Lydia would never be caught dead in
something like that, but I found myself kind of liking it as we
walked past to my Jetta.

After getting Evan buckled into his booster
seat, I walked around the car and got in. As soon as I sat down,
Colby said, “Aunt Greenly, you’ve got something in your hair.”

Evan giggled guiltily. I sighed. “Yeah. I
know. Evan’s grounded from gum for the rest of the weekend.”

Both boys started laughing then, and I found
it hard to resist joining them. The whole situation really was
ridiculous. In a better mood by the time we made it to the little
ice cream shop that had been there for as long as I could remember,
I’d forgotten about my hair until I tried to brush it back from my
face and my hand came away with a chunk of hair stuck to it. “Ugh,
yuck.”

Something waved in front of my face,
startling me into pulling my hand back, which led to me yanking my
hair. Evan’s voice called up to me as he waved a ball cap at me.
“Here, Auntie Greenly, Mr. Sammy’s Dad said you could borrow his
hat so no one sees your hair all gross.”

And there was my old
friend mortification again. Yep. Is this
day over yet? Snatching the hat out of his
hand, I twisted my long blonde hair into a hasty knot and shoved
the hat on my head to wedge it in place. “Thanks,” I
grumbled.

Evan dashed off to the door of the ice cream
shop with the other two boys as I tried to rein in my irritation. I
almost jumped when Roman slipped up next to me. “That’s not what I
said,” he claimed. “What I told Evan was that you might be worried
about someone noticing the gum and probably wanted a hat to cover
it.” He chuckled as he pinched a loose strand of hair between his
fingers and tucked it under the cap. “I did not call your hair
gross.”

He walked away to catch up with the boys
then. Maybe one of the kids would dump ice cream on me and wrap
this afternoon up in style. Giving in to the inevitability of more
embarrassment, I dragged myself into the little shop. All three
boys were ogling the available flavors, though Evan could barely
see over the counter and was trying to get Colby to lift him up.
Not sure the seven-year-old would be able to help him out much, I
started toward him. Roman beat me to it.

Scooping Evan up from the ground, he hefted
the little guy into his arms and held him over the heads of the
other two boys so he could see. An animated discussion about the
various flavors broke out and suddenly I wasn’t mad at Lydia
anymore. I was mad at myself.

Roman was a good guy. The boys clearly
adored him. Sammy seemed like a great kid, and while I had no idea
whether or not the boy’s mom was in the picture, I had no doubt
Roman was a big part of why Sammy had turned out so well. Yes, the
guys Lydia usually tried to set me up with were questionable, but
she did it because she wanted me to be happy. Would it really have
been that horrible to let her fix me up one more time? I shivered,
remembering what had spurred me to overreact in the first place,
but stuffed it away quickly. That hadn’t had anything to do with
Roman or Lydia. Why couldn’t I have just done what she’d asked for
the hundredth time and met Roman at a nice restaurant instead of at
a baseball game with gum in my hair?

Now he thought I was
Lydia’s weird little sister who seemed to hate men and cancelled
dates at the last minute while giving gum to four-year-olds and
making scenes. Stellar first impression,
Greenly. I was so focused on my pity party
I jumped when someone touched my arm.

“What flavor do you want?”
Roman asked, pretending he hadn’t notice I’d completely zoned out.
“My treat.”

“Oh, no, you don’t have to
do that, really.” The last thing I needed was to feel like I owed
this guy even more.

Roman grinned. “Actually, I do. Lydia and
James bought ice cream for everyone last week. It’s my turn.” He
nudged me toward the counter. “Pick a flavor before the boys’ ice
creams melt and we have to hose them down before letting them get
back in the cars.”

Glancing over at the boys, all three were
digging into their double scoop cones. Only Evan had ice cream
rivulets running down his hands as he licked the very top of his
ice cream. Grimacing, I plucked a few napkins out of the dispenser
on the counter and put them in my pocket for later. When I turned
back, Roman was still waiting expectantly.

“Turtle pecan,” I said
with a sigh.

Roman nodded, gave the girl behind the
counter my order and his, and then walked around me to the cashier
to pay for the treats. I turned my attention back to the boys, who
were now testing out each other’s ice cream flavors, and screwed my
face up at the ice cream now running down to Evan’s elbows.

“Here you go,” a perky
voice chirped behind me. She held out two cones, though she looked
disappointed to be handing them over to me instead of
Roman.

“Thanks,” I said as I took
them both. Roman was right beside me when I turned around, but
luckily, I’d spotted him returning before having the chance to be
startled by his abrupt arrival and do something embarrassing. I
wished he’d stop sneaking up behind me like that. I definitely did
not need any more help looking like a fool today. Handing over his
cone, I said, “Tell the girl thanks. It’ll make her
day.”

Eyeing me and my so not enthusiastic tone,
Roman shook his head. He did, however take my advice. When he
caught the girl’s attention and thanked her for the ice cream, she
beamed at him. She looked to be in her early twenties…maybe. Roman
wasn’t unpleasant to look at by any means, but I was a little
surprised she was so eager to flirt with a guy who was here with
his kid. For that matter, he was here with me and the boys, too.
Didn’t that give the girl even a little pause? How’d she know we
weren’t together?

Before I let myself get too irritated, I
took a step back into the realm of reality. Did I look like the
type of woman Roman Carpenter would be dating? Even after sitting
out in the heat for hours on end and wrestling gum from my hair, he
looked perfect. I, on the other hand, did not. Not even close. I
couldn’t even remember if I bothered to put on more than mascara
that morning before leaving the house. She probably thought I was
his little sister or something.

“I know it’s warm, but we
might want to head outside before Evan covers the entire floor in
melted ice cream,” Roman said. He didn’t wait for me to respond,
walking away to herd the boys out of the air conditioned shop to
the one table outside. The umbrella it sported wasn’t going to do
much against the heat, but I followed.

By the time I sat down, all three boys were
covered in ice cream and I thought a hose might really be
necessary. Evan had one hand on the top of his ice cream,
attempting to keep the second scoop from falling off. I seriously
doubted his hands were clean. He didn’t seem to care. “Is
everybody’s ice cream good?” I asked.

Sammy and Colby nodded happily, but Evan
held his up to me. “Taste it, Auntie Greenly. It’s yummy!”

I tried not to show my disgust at the idea
and leaned down with a plastic smile. One quick flick of my tongue
later, I hoped I hadn’t licked a part he’d put his dirty hands all
over. “Mmm,” I said, “very good.”

Pleased I’d liked it, Evan turned back
around and went to work on devouring the rest of his ice cream.
Roman was, of course, trying not to laugh at me. He pushed away
from the wall he’d been leaning against and walked over to me. “You
have the best facial expressions. Do you know that?”

Great, another talent to add to the list of
ways I could embarrass myself. “Gee, thanks.”

He chuckled, but didn’t go back to where
he’d been standing. “Sammy’s mom used to get grossed out by things
like that, too. She’d wash his pacifier every time he dropped it on
the floor until she finally gave up on a losing battle.”

“I can’t even imagine what
germs are on his hands after crawling around the bleachers all
afternoon.”

“You’re just giving your
immune system something to do,” he teased. He licked his ice cream
again, and for some reason, I watched him do it. Which he noticed,
of course. There was laughter in his eyes as he offered it to me.
“You want to taste mine, too? Promise it’s mostly
germ-free.”

“Mostly?”

“Well, I have been licking
it…”

That was way more appealing than tasting
Evan’s mess of an ice cream cone, but I shook my head. “Thanks, but
no.”

Roman threw me a skeptical look, but went
back to eating his ice cream.

The silence was welcome as everybody slurped
and licked, but I found my mind going back to Roman’s earlier
comment and my curiosity got the better of me. “Sammy’s mom…is she
still, um, in the picture at all?” Ugh, it sounded like I was
fishing to find out whether or not he was available, which I was
sure held zero appeal for him right now when it came to me.

Instead of looking grossed out by the
thought, Roman shrugged. “Some, when it’s convenient.” He took
another lick of his ice cream before continuing. “She’s an actress.
Right now, she’s traveling with an off Broadway show and isn’t
around much. Even when she was, though, her career was always more
important.”

He said it like he’d made his peace with the
situation, but I could see the slight tightening of his features
when he talked about her. It had taken me a while to place Sammy’s
name during the gum incident, but once I’d had a chance to think
about it, I remembered hearing about him from both the boys and
Lydia. “Well, you seem to be doing a pretty good job with Sammy on
your own. He seems like a great kid. I know Colby thinks he’s
pretty awesome and Lydia loves having him over to play.”

Roman’s features lost their edginess and he
smiled. “Thanks.” He finished off the last of his ice cream and
regarded me seriously. “So, why haven’t you been to any of Colby’s
games before this? Lydia made it sound like you and the boys are
really close.”

Annoyed that he was basically calling my
sister a liar and me a lazy aunt, I gave him a pointed look. “One
of the weekend librarians where I work quit rather suddenly and
they haven’t found a replacement. I’ve been filling in.”

Nodding, Roman seemed to consider my answer.
Did he not believe me? Why would I lie about something like
that?

“How about the New Year’s
party your sister had a while back?”

Put off by his nosiness, I tossed the last
bite of cone into my mouth and folded my arms. “My old roommate was
getting married in Laughlin. I was a bridesmaid.”

Now Roman folded his arms. “What about…” He
paused, watching me as my temper rose, then broke out into a huge
grin. “I’m just giving you a hard time, Greenly.” He laughed when I
pulled back. “Sorry, sorry, I couldn’t resist. You do seem to have
been avoiding me up until now, but hey, I don’t like being set up
either. I was just teasing.”

“I wasn’t avoiding
anyone,” I said petulantly. I was pouting. I was so pouting right
now and I hated it. What else could I say to this guy? It wasn’t
him, it was me? Or my sister, more accurately? I was not even going
there. Even if it was true. Partly.

Before Roman could come up with another
witty remark, Evan shrieked, “Auntie Greenly, help!” I turned
toward him just as the last of his sloppy ice cream toppled off the
cone and onto my foot. He looked down at the ice cream, then up at
me. “Oops.”

Hitting my limit right about then, I shook
off my foot, extracted the wad of napkins from my pocket, and
looked at Roman while I wiped goop off my toes. “Thank you for the
ice cream, but I think I’ve had enough embarrassment for one day.”
I turned away from him to look at my nephews. “Boys, let’s go. Thor
needs to be let out anyway.”

Roman was doing his very
best not to laugh at me again, but Sammy didn’t even try to hide
his snickering. Neither did Colby, for that matter. It was
so time to go home.
Offering a curt nod to our ice cream buddies, I shuffled the boys
to the car, sticky flip flop making slurping sounds with each step.
Gross.

It was time to get on with my original plans
for Valentine’s Day. Order in pizza, start up Netflix, have a
slumber party with the boys, and not think about men of any
variety—especially not Roman Carpenter.

 



Chapter Three


Thor, Evan’s nine-month-old Husky, was all
over my rocky road flavored toes as soon as I opened the door. I
nearly tripped over him, but the boys shoving past me to get into
the house smashed me against the door and kept me from falling
over. Maybe luck hadn’t abandoned me completely quite yet. The
night was still young, though.

Colby left his baseball gear in a trail
behind him as he ran off through the house. He and Evan returned a
few minutes later, still running, leash in hand. I was tired,
grumpy, and exhausted, but Thor was whining at my feet now that the
ice cream had mostly been licked off. “All right, clip his leash on
and let’s go.”

Whooping in excitement even though it meant
going back out into the too-warm weather, Evan waved the poop
collection bag around happily. We’d been home for barely a minute
before heading back out. It was just a walk to the park, though.
Simple. Low-stress. I could handle this. We’d done the park plenty
of times before without incident. I felt myself relaxing as I
locked the front door and started back down the walkway.

We were halfway to the park when Evan yanked
on my arm. “Look, Auntie Greenly, that’s where Sammy lives!”

“What?” I spun around, as
if Roman and Sammy were going to jump out of the bushes at
us.

“Right there,” he said,
pointing with his whole body. “In that blue house. They have a pool
table in their basement.”

Nodding slowly, I watched the house for any
sign of its owners. “Uh huh, nice.”

Distracted by something else, Evan turned
away from the house and the conversation died. I kept one eye on
the Carpenter house, just in case. It wasn’t until we made it to
the park, a block away, and Thor did his business that I was forced
to stop spying on the blue house and clean up some poo. After that
it was pushing kids on swings, playing fetch with Thor, rescuing
Evan from the monkey bars when he got two rungs in and started
screaming that he was going to fall, and losing to Colby in a slide
race. Finally, Evan decided he was hungry and it was time to head
back.

We hit a familiar spot in the street when
Evan yanked me to a stop and pointed at the blue house again.
“Yeah, I know, Ev. It’s Sammy’s house.”

“We have to go!” he
shouted.

“What? Why?” I was already
shaking my head against his request. I couldn’t think of any
possible reason he could come up with that would change my
mind.

Evan’s free hand pointed at my head. For a
minute I thought he was reminding me about the gum in my hair. Then
he said, “You forgot to give Mr. Sammy’s Dad his hat!”

My hand subconsciously went to the hat,
which was indeed still planted on my head. I sighed, but a hat was
not enough to convince me to alter my path. Leaving it with Lydia
to return at a later date—when I wasn’t present—sounded like a much
better option.

“It’s his favorite hat,”
Colby said with less animation than his brother. “His dad gave it
to him.”

I felt my stomach sink.

“Maybe Sammy and his dad
could eat pizza with us,” Colby offered. “You could give him back
his hat and invite them at the same time.” He looked up at me
pleadingly. “Sammy’s my best friend. Please?”

Evan began hopping up and down. “Mr. Sammy’s
Dad is my friend, too. And Thor’s. He’s my favorite babysitter
after you. Please?”

“But,” I sputtered, “this
was supposed to be our special weekend together. I’ve missed you
guys so much since I haven’t seen you as often lately. Don’t you
want it to be just us tonight? You two were going to be my
Valentines, remember?”

Both boys screwed up their faces.
“Valentines are gross, Aunt Greenly.”

“Yeah. Gross!” Evan stuck
out his tongue and made gagging sounds.

“Can’t Sammy’s dad just be
your Valentine so we can play with Sammy?” Colby asked
hopefully.

I’d almost think Lydia put them up to this
if I didn’t know it would have been impossible for either boy to
pull off something this complicated with their limited attention
spans. “I…but…”

What could I really say to that? Apparently
one date night with their aunt was enough. Who could blame them,
though? I really wasn’t that exciting. Pizza together would be
what, like an hour, two tops? If I was showered, de-gummed, and in
a familiar space, I could handle that without making a fool of
myself, right?

I would have preferred taking the chicken
way out and text a half-hearted invitation to Roman, but I didn’t
have his number. Big surprise he hadn’t offered it up. Both boys
had on their begging faces, and even Thor seemed to be in on it,
looking over at Roman’s house and whining. Good gracious, even the
dog had been won over. I couldn’t stand to tell either of my
nephews no in regular situations. This was ten times worse.

“Fine,” I grumbled. “Let’s
go.”

We looked both ways before crossing the
street. Both boys held my hand and Thor stayed right at my heel
with the leash wrapped around my wrist. The second we set foot on
the sidewalk on the opposite side of the street, the boys took off
and Thor made a valiant attempt at following them. Problem was, his
leash was still looped around my wrist so I could hold the boys’
hands more easily. So when he lunged forward to follow, I didn’t
have any control of the leash to stop him from taking me down.

Pain blossomed in more than one spot as my
elbows and palms hit the cement and my head whacked into the
decorative stone edging that lined the grass. Thor yelped as my
dead weight kept him from getting any farther, then doubled back to
see what was wrong and stomped all over me at least three times
before settling on my head. By the time my senses cleared, I was so
tangled in leash and puppy I couldn’t even figure out where to
start. My head and arms throbbing didn’t help at all.

“Thor, get off,” a firm
voice said.

I thought I wanted to die when I got gum in
my hair, or soda ice down my shirt, or an ice cream pedicure. Those
were nothing compared to having to be rescued from an
over-enthusiastic puppy by Roman Carpenter while covered in dirt,
grass, and blood. It was a miracle I didn’t give up right then and
just start crying. I loved my nephews, but I was never going to be
able to show my face in this neighborhood again.

The heavy weight of the squirming—and rather
large—puppy was finally removed from my face. I heard Roman ask one
of the boys to hold the leash, but I kept my eyes closed out of
pure shame. Not until a pair of hands pressed against my face did I
even dare to breathe. Even then, it was a gasp at the urgency
behind the touch.

“Greenly, are
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