
        
            
                
            
        

    
	When they grow up this fast, you’d better hope they’re pointed in the right direction.

	 

	 

	Denny Harper is in over his head. He’s raising his irate and ever-feisty teenage daughter, Mackenzie, by himself while his estranged wife breaks his heart over and over. When the father he never knew wills him a cabin by a Maine lake, Denny plans to take a week off and get the place ready to sell.

	There are a lot of things Mackenzie doesn’t like, and change tops the list. But fate doesn’t ask her permission over her fourteenth summer. Denny soon finds himself struggling to guide her through an eclectic maelstrom of tragedy and hope for the future.

	Change is a part of life, as Denny and Mackenzie find out through joy, heartache, and adaptation. When tragedy shakes Denny’s faith to the core, he finds out that Mackenzie is the best daughter anyone could ask for.

	 


The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

	Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage the electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

	 

	This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

	 

	The Best Daughter Anyone Could Ask For

	Copyright © 2019 Sari Stevens

	ISBN: 978-1-4874-2541-8

	Cover art by Martine Jardin

	 

	All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, is forbidden without the written permission of the publisher.

	 

	Published by eXtasy Books Inc or

	Devine Destinies, an imprint of eXtasy Books Inc

	[image: Image]

	Look for us online at:

	www.eXtasybooks.com or www.devinedestinies.com

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	The Best Daughter Anyone Could Ask For

	 

	 

	By

	 

	 

	Sari Stevens

	 


 

	 

	Dedication

	 

	 

	To my dad. I wish I got to know him better.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Denny Harper stood in the Young & Sweet Department at Miss Teen Fashion Apparel in the Maine Mall waiting for his daughter, Mackenzie, to come out of the dressing room. Surrounded by girl’s undergarments, he fixed his gaze on the busy aisle, but it did little to quell the feeling that everyone was watching him. Taking a breath, he leaned toward the hallway and cleared his throat, trying to project a soft tone. “How’s it going? I uh... kinda feel like a fish in a bowl.”

	“Chill, Dad,” Mackenzie’s voice rang back. “I’m coming.”

	He sighed in relief at the click of a door. “Please tell me you’re done. I feel like a weirdo standing here.”

	A skinny kid in a skirt and construction boots scrunched her cheek as she walked past. “Try not leaning on the girl’s underwear rack,” she wisecracked.

	Denny cringed and jolted up straight, knocking over an armless mannequin in a flowered bikini. As he righted it, the callus of his hard-working hands caught the fabric and tugged the dainty top off one shoulder. With a nervous grunt, he slid it back down but abandoned the effort when a nearby pre-teen made a lemon-face and whispered to her mother.

	“Damn,” he muttered, “I gotta get outta here.”

	Making haste for the aisle, he almost barreled over Mackenzie as she stomped out to toss a pile of clothes in the return bucket. “What’s wrong with the jeans?” he asked, regaining his balance.

	“They don’t look right.”

	“They look the same as the seventy-dollar ones, but the rhinestones are blue instead of pink.”

	She rolled her eyes and huffed. “You caught me, Dad. I’m just trying to waste your money.”

	“Look, sweetie. Get whichever pair you want. This whole shopping thing was never my strong point.”

	“That’s why they put those benches near the registers. I can do this myself.”

	“Oh, no. I’m not leaving a fourteen-year-old alone in this place. You may be a grouch, but you’re all I have.”

	Mackenzie paused long enough to grind her teeth, then stomped her foot and tossed the jeans with blue rhinestones in their cart. “I need a bra, too.”

	Denny pointed over his shoulder. “There’s a nice little rack over here.”

	“Bad word choice, Dad.”

	“You’re uh... not gonna take another half-hour in the dressing room, are you?”

	She pulled one off the hanger and set it against her chest. “You want me to try it on out here?”

	“Hey, wise guy, while you’re in there, try on that cute bathing suit over there.”

	“It’s crooked.”

	“The place your mom’s bringing you—”

	“It’s her boyfriend’s timeshare.”

	“Whatever. It has a pool.”

	“So do half my friends. Big whoop.”

	“Kenzie, I’m just trying to help.”

	“You’re trying to show Mom you buy me stuff,” she muttered, tapping away at her cell phone. “And she’s trying to impress me with her boyfriend’s money.”

	Hugging her up to his side, Denny kissed the top of her head and tugged her long brown hair. “Nothing impresses you.”

	Mackenzie resisted his embrace, but at half his mass, it did her no good. “Stop it!” She frowned and shot him an irate sneer as he let go. “Do that again, and I’ll scream and call you a stranger.”

	“Go for it. I dare you. I’ll spend a few quiet hours in a little security office. Maybe I’ll download something to read while I save a few bucks on rhinestones. Heck, I won’t even admit I know ya till the mall closes.”

	“That anxious to get rid of me, huh?”

	“You told your counselor that living with me is like a father-daughter dance that never ends.”

	“And you told me what I tell her is private.”

	“You also told her you wanted a break.”

	“From you, not my friends.” Her subtle pause signaled a hint of regret. Slumping forward, she went back to her tapping task. “You’re making this out to be a joke.”

	“I’m trying to be light-hearted. None of it was my idea.”

	“Then stop being so nice.” Shifting her square glasses, she wiped a tear and sniffled, then dropped her hazel gaze. “She’s not coming back. You can stop defending her.”

	“I’m not defending her.”

	“Yes, you are. No one asked me if any of this was okay. Mom left you, so I lost her. No one talks about that. Even my stupid counselor changes the subject. No one wants to talk about what matters to me.”

	“I know what matters to you, but I can’t change what happened.”

	“Me neither, so don’t expect me to care.”

	“Don’t say that.”

	“Why not? Why should she get off so easy? She’s just patronizing me. I haven’t even seen her since she introduced me to her last boyfriend. Now I’m supposed to care about Russ—Ross—whatever the hell his name is.”

	Denny sighed and stroked her hair. “Hon, sometimes the awkward things are the most important.”

	“My whole life is awkward. Why can’t she wait until summer’s over to take me?”

	“So you can miss a week of school?”

	“So I can hang out with my friends this summer.”

	“All I’m saying is that you’ll grow up soon enough and decide these things on your own. For now, I want you to keep up a relationship with your mom.”

	“Like you have with your father?”

	“You’re out of bounds, young lady.”

	A sense of reprieve washed over Denny when his phone buzzed in his shirt pocket. As Mackenzie stomped down the dressing room hallway, he pulled the phone out and tapped the screen. “What is it, Mom?”

	“A little huffy, are we?” his mother, Kelly, asked.

	“Sorry. Father-daughter stuff.”

	“You two are on speaking terms, I hope.”

	“Speaking, yes. It’s the terms I’m having trouble with. What’s up?”

	“Well, speaking of fathers, we need to talk about yours.”

	Denny gave his beard a nervous scratch. “You know where I stand. Just let me know when he’s gone.” As he waited for a response that never came, a lump of finality tightened his throat. “I-I, uh... what happened?”

	“What happened is he got off easy. His heart stopped, and he was dead before he hit the floor. The doc called it a widow-maker... only there was no one to make a widow of.”

	“Shit... uh, darn. I’m... surprised.”

	“Not as surprised as he was, I’ll bet. The damn fool ran a mile every morning.”

	“I didn’t know you kept in touch.”

	“I didn’t, but your cousins did. I thought one of them would have told you so you could make the service.”

	“When is it?”

	“Yesterday. You’re off the hook. They probably didn’t tell you out of spite. They’re pretty mad at you.”

	“Why? Have they been talking to Mackenzie?”

	“Denny, you do know you were his sole beneficiary, right?”

	Surprised, he paused for several moments. “I do now.”

	“Well, don’t buy any fancy cars. About all he had was that cabin up on Taylor Lake, but once it clears probate, you own it. Last I saw, it looked like a rummage sale. Nonetheless, you may want to get up there to go through the place before Tommy and Grant take everything of value... if they haven’t already.”

	“Thanks, Mom. I’ll call you from home.” Ending the call, he leaned into the hallway. “Are you gonna get that suit or not?”

	Mackenzie flung the door open and stormed out, bra in hand. “Do you have to put every call on speaker?”

	Denny huffed and stared at his phone. “I’m gonna need some cooperation. You may have to stay with Mom for a while after you get back from what’s-its-place. Either that or you can go back and forth to the cabin with me.”

	“How long?”

	“A week... maybe two. Depends on how much fixing up it needs. You’ll still need to see your counselor. Sounds like I’ll be driving back and forth a lot, but I’ll try—”

	“Short version, please.”

	“There is no short version.”

	She groaned. “I need a new hat.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	After supper, Denny sat with his computer, scrolling through pictures of happier days. Alone in the dark, he clicked through moments stamped in time—a sweet young Mackenzie’s toothy grin with birthday candles reflecting in her glasses. The man in the pictures was the proudest father on the beach, at the park, or on the snowy slopes. A tear ran down his cheek as he clicked on a picture of Patricia, his estranged wife. Her rapid departure two years previous never made sense to him. How she could have walked out on Mackenzie made even less.

	Wiping his cheek, he almost didn’t hear his ringtone voice announce Patricia’s call. The thought of talking to her still made him anxious, but he tapped the screen and put the phone to his ear. “Hey. Thanks for getting back to me.”

	“Is something wrong?”

	“No big deal. My old man died. My mom just told me.”

	“Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.”

	“Thanks. So, I gotta go up north after work on Friday, to go through the cabin. I figured... hoped... you may wanna come up.” A few silent moments later, he continued. “I just thought you could see Mackenzie. M-maybe she could go back with you on Sunday a-and stay over... be ready for your trip.”

	“I don’t think so. I thought we were clear on things like that.”

	“Trisha, I’m not asking you to come back to me. I just thought maybe Mackenzie—”

	“Mackenzie? You’re using her as a tool?”

	“No. I just thought she’d like a weekend with... with both of us.”

	“And when the weekend’s up, I’ll suddenly want to be with you again?”

	“Don’t make it sound like a sin.”

	“You’d better not have told her anything.”

	“I didn’t, but we’re still married. Her counselor said you and I should—”

	“Stop! Stop using other people to influence me, and stop thinking up schemes. Just... just stop it!”

	“What did I do to make you hate me so much?”

	“I don’t hate you. I just need something different. You need to come to terms with that. It’s unfair to make me keep telling you. It makes me not want to talk to you at all.”

	“You don’t talk to Mackenzie either. It’s not her fault you had a sudden revelation.”

	“I’m taking her on vacation, dammit!”

	“You can’t just take her to a resort once in a while and call it a relationship. She needs to know you.”

	“That’s not fair. You know I can’t provide... my situation doesn’t allow for her needs yet.”

	“I know the one with Jordan didn’t. I figure Marco’s didn’t, either.”

	“Well, that’s about to change. Ross has an eight-year-old daughter, so you can bet he’s just fine with kids. Once he meets Mackenzie, I’ll be able to have her over a lot more and eventually—”

	“Mackenzie was twelve when you left. She still had dolls, for cryin’ out loud.”

	“Are you saying I abandoned her?”

	“I’m saying she’s changed... a lot. She has the attitude of a crime boss, only less forgiving. I’m not saying this to scare you or win you back, but putting her in competition with an eight-year-old may not be a good idea.”

	“Let me worry about my daughter. We’ll be by early on Monday.”

	“I told you, Trisha. I need to leave Friday afternoon.”

	“Why the hell can’t you wait until Monday? You’re just trying to screw everything up!”

	“I work, dammit!” Taking a breath, he lowered his tone. “I’ll be taking sick days as it is. You know how Charlie gets about putting sick days and vacation together.”

	“I get it. I’ll call my parents. I’m sure they can swing by and watch her. Let me talk to her.”

	Denny looked up to see Mackenzie standing in the hallway, shaking her head. “She’s... over at a friend’s house.”

	“Not that Consuela girl, I hope. I wound up with a migraine when I found what the two of them did.”

	“Nah,” he replied, still looking at Mackenzie. “Some new kid. I’m going out to pick her up right now.”

	Ending the call, he closed his laptop and got to his feet. “We’re going out for ice cream. No arguments.”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Sitting across from Mackenzie at the creamery, Denny scrolled through emails on his phone while she tapped away at hers. Turning his off, he sighed and sat back. “You heard Mom.”

	Mackenzie glanced up and scrunched her cheek. “I hear all your calls. You put everyone on speaker.”

	“She can’t take you till Monday, so Granma and Grampa are coming to the house on Friday after school.”

	“Just let me stay at Consuela’s. Her mom said—”

	“Not a chance.”

	“What about Sheila?”

	“Less chance. She has an older brother.”

	“Casey doesn’t.”

	“She smokes... vapes... whatever.”

	“You’re bottling me up, Dad. You made me see a counselor, who warned you not to do that.”

	“She was wrong. I’m bottling you up.”

	“I’m telling her you said that.”

	“Good. Tell her she charges too much, too.”

	Mackenzie groaned and shifted in her seat. For once, Denny wouldn’t have minded if she went back to texting, but she broke from routine and became inquisitive. “Why didn’t you ever talk to your dad?”

	“You never talk to me.”

	“But I probably will once I have no other life.”

	“So, I have to hope you’ll be a failure so you can talk to me?”

	“Or we could have something in common.”

	“DNA not good enough for ya?”

	“You have your father’s genes.”

	“Touché. Why the sudden interest?”

	“It just seems odd you never wanted me to meet him. Was he dangerous or something?”

	“Only if you’re a virtue.”

	“A gambler? A badass biker?”

	“We just didn’t get along.”

	“Why not? You’re always pushing me to—”

	“Kenzie, you know how every so often you don’t feel like talking?”

	“When are you going to ask me if I mind you dating again?”

	“What? Where did that come from?”

	“You’re dumping me off with Mom for a week. She’s dating... a lot.”

	Denny looked at the ceiling and squinted, then set his gaze back on Mackenzie. “You can come to the cabin if you want. I could use the help.”

	“I want to go to Consuela’s.”

	“You want a lot of things.”

	“Stop dodging the question. You’ll be away for a week. Something may happen.”

	“Something like what?”

	“Like Crystal from the office where you work. She’s always flirting with you.”

	“She’s always trying to get me to shave. You call that flirting?”

	“Mm-hmm. So, you don’t want to date again?”

	“Not her. And I’ll shave when—why do I get the idea you’re flimflamming me? This isn’t about your friend’s mom again, is it?”

	“She’s really cool, Dad! You’d like her if you got to know her.”

	“And Consuela could be your sister.”

	“So?”

	“So... what happens the first time you two have a fight?”

	“We don’t fight. We’d have no reason to because we’d have too much in common.”

	“You both lost a parent.”

	“That’s right.”

	“And neither of you would mind sharing the parent you have?”

	“Nope. And her mom wouldn’t make me jealous. You’re both too old to do anything gross.”

	“So, you wouldn’t mind them just... moving into our house?”

	“Don’t be silly. We’d get a new one.”

	“Ah, and what happens when she sees Crystal slobbering all over me?”

	Mackenzie slapped her phone down. “Great, make fun of me. All I want is for us to be normal.”

	Denny pushed his plate aside and leaned forward. “All right, flag me five yards. I know how hard you’ve worked to come to terms, but I can’t just decide to love someone.” He paused to look both ways, then leaned in close and lowered his voice. “Besides, if I did fall in love, maybe I’d wanna do something... you know... gross.”

	“Ew! I knew I couldn’t talk to you. Can I please just stay at Consuela’s?”

	“Don’t do this, Kenzie. You can see her during the day.”

	“It’s not the same thing.”

	“Consuela’s mother works late, and you two made a bad decision the last time you got left alone. I have a lot going on, and I need to know you’re safe... end of story.”

	“I made one mistake, and you’re punishing me forever.”

	“If that were the case, I wouldn’t be letting you see her at all.”

	“Granma and Grampa go to bed at like, eight.”

	“So, asking them to watch you was a bad idea?”

	“I’m just pointing it out. You have to trust me.”

	“Trust is earned. I’m calling the house each night, and don’t ask what time.”

	Picking up her phone, Mackenzie mimicked his response sarcastically and resumed tapping.


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	Just before three o’clock on Friday afternoon, Denny saw Blake and Mary Lovenhall’s car pull into the driveway of his Auburn home. He called down the hallway to Mackenzie, then went out to meet them as they got out of the vehicle. “Hey, uh... Mom, Dad.” He looked back in hopes Mackenzie would be following. “Thanks for coming. I would have brought her to your place.”

	“It’s fine,” Mary insisted, shooting her husband a warning glance. “Mackenzie needs to be with her friends.”

	“Yeah, about that, I still have her under strict boundaries since her little soiree with law enforcement. Don’t let her tell you—”

	“She’ll be fine. The poor child’s been through a lot. She acted out.”

	“Well, her friends are no help. Give her the sniff test when she comes in, will ya?”

	“I will not sniff her like some dog. Speaking of which, please show Freido where he can do his business.”

	“Someplace close to the door,” Blake grumbled, handing the little white pooch to Denny. “Freido doesn’t like going out if it rains.” With a frumpy grin, he gave Denny the looped end of the leash.

	Mackenzie sauntered out in tight black pants and a denim jacket—her gaze and thumbs fixated on her phone.

	“Hey, Kenzie,” Denny said. “How about showing Freido—”

	“Fat chance,” she mumbled in passing. Stepping up to her grandparents, she took a hug from each without losing sight of her screen.

	Denny glared at his daughter. “Sweetie... if you don’t offer an arm to take something in the house, I’m gonna use this leash to strap something to you.”

	Mackenzie rolled her eyes and stuck out her right hand. “Gimme Freido. I’ll take him for a walk.” She trotted down the driveway and around the hedge, still tapping away at her device.

	“She’s gotten taller,” Mary noted. “Patricia shot up like a weed when she was fourteen.”

	Denny nodded and bit his lip. “She looks so much like her. I... I’m sorry I didn’t call when she got...”

	“Arrested? You can say it,” Mary added.

	“I guess I had to think I could handle it myself, with Patricia gone and all.”

	“There’s no trophy for any of this,” Blake interjected. “No one’s tallying up how much help you ask for.”

	“Patricia is.”

	“Well, I see this all as a passing thing,” Mary declared. “There’s still more than a week before anything is final. You knew Patricia’s flair for the dramatic long before you married her. She’ll bring it down to the wire and have a change of heart... for Mackenzie’s sake.”

	“Cut it out, Mary,” Blake grouched. “Why are you bothering him with that crap at a time like this?”

	“I’m not bothering him. We all want what’s best for Mackenzie. You’d put the past aside, wouldn’t you, Denny?”

	“I can’t answer that,” Denny replied. “I’ve been taking things as they come. I haven’t had time to think about my own feelings, if that makes any sense.”

	“Of course it does, but not all marriages end because of infidelity... even as many as... well, you’d have to accept the indiscretions.”

	“Well, there’s that, and maybe a few other things, but in a nutshell... yeah, that.”

	“Denny, I’ve known several couples in similar circumstances. Even Blake and I—”

	“Enough!” Blake insisted. “Look, Denny, don’t worry about Patricia. I don’t know what your deal was with your old man, but go do what you need to and get your head on straight. We’ll take care of Mackenzie until Patricia picks her up. If you need more time, we’ll come back.”

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	By three-fifteen, Denny had his tools in his truck and was driving north toward Franklin County. Just before five, he turned onto Caval Hill Road—a paved but narrow passage through a forest of birch and fir. A mile or so down on the right, West Shore Lane was little more than two gravel tire tracks through thickening woods. A sigh of relief escaped him when he caught sight of a mailbox marked Harper. The gravel driveway was a long and overgrown path that gave way to a cleared lot with a small garage much like he remembered from childhood—a disheveled mess. To his surprise, the quaint cabin, fifty feet back to the left, looked neatly maintained, from the outside at least.

	Rather than go right in, he kicked around the cluttered yard looking through the belongings of the father he hadn’t known in years. His plan was simple—he’d spend a few days fixing the place up to sell or rent to someone who would appreciate it. If he saw anything of value, he’d toss it in his truck. It didn’t bother him if his cousins had gone through his father’s things. They lived nearby and visited far more than he ever did, which was never.

	Throughout his forty years, Denny was never the woodsy type—a fact he was reminded of as a buzzing insect startled him. He swatted and swiped, but the persistent bug followed him as he rummaged around.

	Making his way around back, he caught a breathtaking view of the hills surrounding Taylor Lake with the mountains in the background. Gazing over the water, he tried to remember doing so as a child, but nothing came to mind.

	Forty feet or so toward the shore, the hedges to the right gave way to the lawn of the property next door, where a classy chalet with a screened back deck overlooked the lake. Again, he swatted as something buzzed past his ear, but his attention was drawn to a faint splash.

	Knee-deep in the mountain lake stood a woman in a blue bikini, splashing her thighs and arms. She appeared to be about thirty—lean and slender yet fit and firm. Her thick mahogany hair was tied in a neat ponytail that danced with her graceful frolic. A cute hook adorned the tip of her dainty nose, and her round cheeks supported the pretty pout of full red lips. The proportions, angles, and curves of her frame struck him as the epitome of sublime splendor, and her face took his breath away.

	The few extra pounds he had packed on since Patricia left did nothing for his self-image. He hadn’t spoken more than a few short words of conversation to anyone but Mackenzie in months, and he doubted the beauty in the lake felt like having an argument. Lacking in self-confidence, he stood gawking through the hedges—watching her trace pictures on the water with her slim fingers.

	When she arched back and raised her elbows to untie her ponytail, the subtle curves defining her tummy accentuated, and the shape of her pubic triangle stamped through the front of her bikini. Gazing at the ruby highlights sparkling in her fallen hair, Denny moaned as if he’d been punched in the gut.

	It didn’t go unnoticed. She stopped and turned to watch him make a further idiot of himself by pretending to inspect the leaves of the hedges like some clumsy botanist. With a phony grimace, he looked at his finger as if he’d pricked it on a thorn, then stuck it in his mouth. Unable to muster two words to string together, he turned and fled toward the cabin.

	“Great,” he complained as he fumbled for the key on the small deck. “The neighbors think I’m a perv.”

	Once inside, Denny headed straight to the window expecting some good ol’ boy of a husband to knock on the door any moment, chewing tobacco and pounding a fist into an open palm. He tried to shake the vision off and set his attention back on what he’d come for—surveying the cabin.

	The design of the place was straightforward. He stood in an eat-in kitchen integrated with a cozy living room overlooking the lake. Past the cellar stairs, a hallway led to the bathroom on the left and a single bedroom on the right.

	No sooner had he completed his walkthrough than a car pulled up to the house. Denny shrieked and hid beside the kitchen window. Peeking out yielded a blend of relief and disgust at the sight of Stacey, his least favorite cousin, holding a toolbox. With a huff of contempt, he opened the door as she crossed the deck.

	“Didn’t see you at the funeral,” she complained, barging past him. “Surprised you didn’t just send an auctioneer.”

	“I should have,” Denny snapped. “He left me and my... he left my mom and me. I’m glad the two of you got along so well.”

	“And you never questioned him about any of it?”

	“What the hell was there to find out?”

	“That’s not for me to tell you.”

	“Damn right it’s not. Are you here for something?”

	She set the box on the table. “Just to give you these.”

	“I’m a machinery technician. I have plenty of tools.”

	“They’re custom chisels. My husband had been borrowing them, but your dad’s wishes were that everything was to be returned and given to your discretion.”

	“Well, I have no need for them. Tell your husband—”

	“He bought some.” With that said, she turned to leave.

	Denny followed her out the door. “You know how I feel, Stacey. If you or Grant or-or Tommy want this place, I’ll sell it to you at fair market value. It’ll save me a lot of trouble.”

	“I have a house of my own.” With her hand on the car door, she paused. “How’s Mackenzie?”

	“We’re getting along.”

	“That’s good. Please tell her I was asking about her.”

	“Stacey, wait! What’s it like around here?”

	She opened the door. “Like, as in what?”

	“You know... the, uh... the neighborhood.”

	“There is no neighborhood to speak of, except down in the town. Up here it’s just cabins scattered around the edge of the lake. I doubt Mackenzie would care for it.”

	“What about the people next door? Are they friendly?”

	Stacey snickered and climbed behind the wheel. “You’d best leave her alone.”

	Denny grabbed her door to hold it open. “Her? It’s a woman?”

	“Yes, a woman... boobs, hips... maybe it’s time you go to a strip joint and catch up on terms.”

	“I just figured it was a couple, and maybe they’d have a kid.”

	“Let her be. I have neither the time nor the will to explain.” Setting her hand on the dashboard, she coaxed a bee onto her finger. “Better get used to bees,” she warned, reaching out to set it free. “There’s a lot of ‘em out here.”

	As Stacey’s tires rumbled up the dirt road, Denny sauntered back toward the cabin, but he couldn’t resist veering over to the hedge in hopes of catching another glimpse of the belle who had captivated him. She was nowhere to be seen.

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	Back inside, Denny was nagged by the worry of being chastised for peering through the bushes—husband or not. Grabbing his overnight bag, he scurried into the bathroom, looked in the mirror, and tugged at his beard. “Kenzie’s always calling me Paul Bunyan,” he mumbled, searching for scissors. “Time for a summer trim and shave anyway.”

	Two disposable razors later, he admired his work in the mirror. “My brother didn’t mean any harm,” he recited to his reflection. “I’m sure a girl like you... wait, no... My brother’s an okay guy. He just gets awkward around women, especially... frig. Sorry about my brother. I’ll have a talk with him.”

	Still feeling his fresh-shaven skin, he stepped into the kitchen and sat at the table, then opened the box Stacey had left. They were indeed specialty items—quality blades of various shapes with balanced rosewood handles. Closing the box, he took it by the straps and headed to the basement.

	When he turned on the light, it shone on an extensive woodshop filled with saws and machinery of obvious expense and quality. It was neat and well-kept, due in part to a huge vacuum and ventilation system. Paints and stains filled a corner cabinet, organized and at the ready. Half-completed projects lay scattered among plans and patterns—a rocking horse, an Adirondack chair, and a plethora of smaller items. On the workbench, several coffee cans were stuffed with carved wooden spoons in various stages of completion
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