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DEDICATION






Never doubt that a
small group of thoughtful, concerned citizens can change the world.
Indeed it is the only thing that ever has.
~ Margaret Mead






To the champions, the
stand-up-and-fighters, the wrong-righters; to those who speak on
behalf of those without a voice – You are seen and heard and oh-so
important.
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Chapter One

“You’re talking to me, not her.”

Seated in the front seat of her boyfriend’s
car, Constance Rowe winced at the tone behind the shouted words
rolling in through the open windows, knowing that a dark wave of
anger accompanied each statement. She glanced away from the scene
in front of the vehicle and into the back seat at the little girl
studiously playing with the new dolls Connie had just given
her.

“Again, Thompson. Talk to me. You do not
look at my sister.”

Connie turned and saw the big man still
standing on the front porch of the picturesque little house. He now
had his arms folded across his chest. With his proud chin lifted,
and the way the fabric of his shirt strained to contain the
well-developed muscles of his arms and chest, this man definitely
commanded attention. He might be handsome, but he almost looked
like a brute in comparison to the smaller man before him.

Still dressed for work in a well-fitted
button-down shirt, Jonas Thompson stood on the sidewalk in front of
the porch steps. He held his hands out to either side as he
attempted to talk around the man and to the dark-haired woman
behind the closed screen door. That woman was Audrey Stewart,
Jonas’ ex, and the little girl’s mother.

Connie couldn’t hear what Jonas said,
but it drew a reaction as the man in front of
him snarled, lip lifting in a sneer. His angry voice projected into
the car again. “That’s not gonna work for her.” This attitude was
par for the course from the man, and something Connie most dreaded
about these pickups.

Mind made up, Connie didn’t hesitate to
reach over and twist the keys in the ignition, starting the engine.
She flicked a switch and rolled up the windows, then tapped a
button for the radio. “What would you like to listen to, honey?”
Looking over her shoulder, she smiled at the little girl.
“Adrianne, you want some rock and roll?”

“Yes, please.” Unfailingly polite, the
little girl stared at her with soft brown eyes, so like her
father’s it made Connie’s heart melt.

She’s such a cutie. Connie played
with the tuning on the radio until she found an upbeat children’s
station. “There we go, that sounds good.” Twisting in the seat, she
asked, “What do you think you’ll name the dolls?”

Before Adrianne could answer her, another
shout bled through the sounds of the radio. “After everything
that’s happened, you really think you can dictate anything about
this entire situation?”

Sighing deeply, Connie turned up the music a
little more. Jonas has the patience of a saint.

When he got out of the car, he’d said he
needed to talk to Audrey about changing the drop-off time tomorrow.
From the way he’d rolled his eyes as he’d leaned across to brush
Connie’s lips with a barely-there kiss, Jonas
had already known it would be a battle. It always was.

Every time they came to pick up Adrianne,
they encountered the same behavior. Jonas would appear at the
agreed upon time, and still Adrianne wouldn’t
be ready. So they would sit and wait for fifteen to twenty minutes,
required to remain in the car or on the sidewalk. Audrey never
invited Jonas inside, and Connie had heard enough threats shouted
to make her leery of attempting an approach.

Eventually, one or more of his
ex-girlfriend’s brothers would show up and stand on the porch,
staring Jonas down as he got out of the car to greet his daughter
when she finally came out through the door. You’d think the
woman would get a clue. It was as if Audrey didn’t realize she
and Jonas were yoked for years to come by their daughter.
Otherwise, why would she work hard to make the inevitable so
difficult? Connie shook her head. He was
Adrianne’s father. You only had to look at their faces to see the
likeness.

Connie had met Jonas Thompson at a club
downtown a little more than a year ago. She’d been out with friends
from work, and laughed at the audacity of a
man sending over only one drink to a table full of women: a
cocktail for Connie. It didn’t seem the way to make friends, but
then he’d followed it up with a personal approach, and she and
Jonas had chatted while her friends were busy on the dance floor.
Over the course of the evening, she and Jonas had danced numerous
times, and she’d enjoyed his company, finding
him an engaging conversationalist who wasn’t afraid of having fun.
She’d turned down his offer of a late dinner, leaving with a
girlfriend to head home, but she’d given in to his request and
exchanged numbers at the end of the night.

After a week went by without a call, she’d
mentally written him off as just a pleasant evening.

About a month later, she’d been back at the
same club and seen him again. Connie had watched for a few minutes,
surprised at how uninterested he’d seemed as he’d eyed the dancers
and women sitting at the bar. Instead of being into the scene, he
had seemed bored, like he was going through the motions of a night
on the town. Then he’d glanced around and his
expression brightened, a quick smile parting his lips when he
recognized her. She’d enjoyed his obvious pleasure at seeing her
again, flattered at how he focused on her.

Okay, so there were no shooting stars, and no zinging tingles in her belly, but while it
wasn’t love at first sight, Jonas was good to
her. He could be funny and charming, and Connie had enjoyed
spending more and more time with him. Over the months since, they’d
fallen into a routine of dating, and she looked forwards to spending time with him—every other
weekend.

For nearly six months, they’d continued on
in that vein, following a path Jonas set, which was fine by Connie.
She didn’t have an agenda. She wasn’t looking for forever, but the
stability of having someone who called on her was comforting and
easy. Until one weekend, he dropped the bomb.

“I have a daughter.” Connie pushed
slightly away from where she’d rested her head on Jonas’ shoulder
and looked at him. He laughed at whatever he saw on her face and
nodded. “Yeah. A little girl. That’s where I am every weekend I’m
not with you.”

“A child? How?” He laughed again,
and she shook her head. “I
mean, clearly I know how, but why wouldn’t you say anything before
now?”

Jonas shrugged. “I wanted to make sure
this”—he gestured between them—“was going to stick before I saddled
you with her.”

His words struck her wrong,
and she frowned. “Saddled? I
don’t understand. What’s her name? Is she bad or…how old is
she?”

“Five?” Visions of a sullen
fifteen-year-old had raced through her head, put to bed by his
response. “Or six.” Connie tipped her head, puzzled when he seemed
unsure. “Somewhere in there. Adrianne. She’s named Adrianne.”
What parent doesn’t know how old their child is? “Do you want to
meet her?”

“Sure? Eventually?” Meeting someone’s
child was a big deal in her mind, and she tried to communicate
that. “Don’t you think it would confuse her to meet some woman with
her dad? If she’s that young, it might be better to leave me out of
the equation.”

“Actually, I think it would make things
easier for me.” He curled an arm around her shoulders, pulling her
close as he turned back to the TV. Remote in hand, he changed the
channel from the movie they’d been watching to some Sunday
afternoon show about an upcoming golf tournament. “I’ll have to
wait a bit, but in a couple of months, I’d love to introduce her to
you.”

Connie held herself stiffly for a moment,
then slowly relaxed into him once it was clear the conversation was
over. She stayed quiet, mulling over his words throughout the
evening. She finally came to the realization he wasn’t rushing into
anything. It wasn’t as if they’d only been out on a date or two, so
he had waited until he was sure of her. She felt vaguely
guilty, because she knew this
meant he liked her, probably more than she liked him. But the heart
wants what the heart wants, and there were broken couples
everywhere to prove that not every heart wanted the same thing.
I’ll see where we go, she thought. Nothing needs to be
decided tonight.

Still, a vague sense of unease had followed
her from that night, and when he’d finally picked a weekend two
months later to introduce Adrianne to her, he hadn’t warned Connie.
After picking her up, he’d just driven them to his ex’s house and
had left a confused and fuming Connie in the car while he collected
his little girl.

Jonas had never detailed his reasons, but
Connie convinced herself it was because he wanted to create a
stable environment for Adrianne, and she liked what that said about
how much he cared for his daughter.

“I think…” Adrianne’s sweet voice trailed
off a moment. Then she finished with a questioning tone, “Betty and
Diana. Is those good names, Miss Connie?”

Adrianne was a darling little girl. Sweet
and well-behaved, she seemed the perfect child. She could be
reserved, but she’d only known Connie for a few months, so that
should be expected.

“Those are perfect names, sweetheart. My
mother’s name is Diana, so I love that name a lot. Sweet names for your sweet dollies. So, have you thought
about what you want for lunch?”

Adrianne’s mother, on the other hand?
Connie shook her head. Talk about an ex from hell. The woman
seemed to go out of her way to make things difficult for Jonas to
see their daughter. If he was late, by even a couple of minutes,
her door would be locked tight and he’d be out
of luck, not even getting to speak to his little girl until the
next scheduled weekend visit. And forget about special requests to
change things up. One of his visitations had been supposed to fall
on Mother’s Day weekend, and Jonas had tried to be a good guy and
switch days so Adrianne could spend that holiday with her mother,
and in turn, have Father’s Day with him. It
was a no-go on that idea. Audrey had informed him, via one of her
brothers, that if he gave up his weekend, it would simply be a
month before he saw Adrianne again.

“Maybe…” Trailing off again, Adrianne
shifted her gaze out the opposite side window, turning away from
both the house and Connie. Her voice was soft when she said, “I’m
sorry. I’m not asuppost to ask for special
things.”

Connie smiled at the little girl. Adrianne
seemed surprisingly immune to all the arguing and strife that
surrounded her every other weekend, but Connie still wanted to
protect her as best she could. “Well today, in this car? I’ll make
you a deal. You can ask for all the special things you want.”
Adrianne turned and stared at her. “Doesn’t mean you’ll always get
them, but it doesn’t hurt to ask.” Connie gave her the single best
piece of advice her own father had given her. “If no one knows
you’re asking, then the answer will always be no. You’ve got to use
your words and your voice to tell people what you want.”

“Okay.” Adrianne kept her gaze on Connie,
the child’s direct focus unsettling. “In that case, I want ice
cream.” A brilliant smile flashed across the little girl’s face,
wiped away as she sobered when the driver door opened, Jonas
folding his compact form into the car.

“Hey, pumpkin. How are you?” His voice held
forced pleasantness when he twisted to look at
Adrianne, resting a possessive hand on Connie’s thigh. She
stiffened slightly as he stroked her leg over the fabric of her
jeans. “Did I hear somebody say ice cream?”

“Yes...” Adrianne’s voice was soft,
uncertain. “Sir.”

“No hello for your daddy?”

“Hi, Daddy.” Adrianne glanced between the
two of them. “Is Uncle Cole mad at me? Did I do wrong?”

And that explains her uneasiness,
Connie thought. Adrianne was just a sweet little girl, caught in
the midst of an ongoing adult skirmish and fight she had no way of
understanding. I don’t understand it either.

“No, pumpkin. He’s not mad at you.” Jonas
shifted, thrusting his seat belt in place with a quick movement,
the forcefulness of the motion showing how tightly his anger was
leashed.

“Is he mad at you?” Adrianne stared out the opposite window again, leaning back as
Jonas put the car in reverse.

“Uncle Cole is going to be whatever Uncle
Cole wants to be, pumpkin. Doesn’t have a thing to do with you or
me. He can be mad, or he can get glad, and that’s okay because
it’ll be whatever he wants it to be.” Jonas glanced towards Connie,
unable to hide the deep scowl that carved taut lines in his face.
He kept it from his voice when he told Adrianne, “Your Uncle Cole
always does what he wants to do, and it doesn’t matter who gets
caught in the crossfire.” He pulled in a harsh breath, and Connie
watched as he lowered his shoulders and rolled his neck slightly.
In a deliberately lighter tone of voice, he used sing-song to tell
Adrianne, “Now, let’s see about getting some food into my two best
girls before we jump straight to dessert.”

Connie turned to look out the side window in
time to see Cole Stewart, Audrey’s oldest brother, slam his way
through the door and into the house, residual anger evident in
every move. For each pick-up or drop-off, it would be either him or
one of his two younger brothers who came and stood like a barrier
between Jonas and Audrey. The Stewart boys never failed to make an
appearance, and they all equally acted like they felt Jonas was
their worst enemy. As if he were something loathsome underneath
their feet.

Adrianne they loved, and that was clear in
the ways in which they handled the little girl with gentle
kindness. Connie would be willing to place a bet that Cole would be
waiting tomorrow afternoon when Jonas dropped his daughter off
again, and for that interaction, there’d be no words exchanged
between the adults, but the rugged-looking man would tenderly
gather Adrianne up as she’d seen him do a dozen times, turning his
back on Jonas and Connie to sweep his niece and her tiny bag into
the house.

Away they’d go for another two weeks,
leaving Jonas standing alone in the driveway. Connie had often
thought that watching
this entire custody dance play out time after
time made the best birth control ever, illustrating just how one
mistake could impact so many lives.

Jonas never once indicated he felt Adrianne
was a mistake, but how could her birth be anything else when there
was so much anger and blame flung around?

***

“Where are you going?” Jonas’ question came
just as strong fingers gripped her wrist and he chuckled as he
lunged backwards, his tight grip tumbling
Connie back onto the couch beside him. Her elbow came down across
his chest, and he grunted, then growled a
pained, “Ow.”

“I was going to the kitchen to get you
another beer before I have to head home.” Connie disengaged from
him and twisted in place, wedging her shoulder into the cushions so
she could see his face. He had one hand shoved behind his head, and
the flickering light of the TV scarcely illuminated his features,
but what she could make out had gone from laughing to stoic, his
expression now lined with frustration. “Now that you’ve gone all
caveman, I’m not sure I want to get you anything. Maybe I’ll just
be on my way and you can get your own
beer.”

He stared at her without blinking, the light
reflecting from his eyes. Abruptly he released her wrist and used
that palm to scrub over his face, the scruff of his five o’clock
shadow rasping against his hand. “Jesus, Connie. I don’t get why
you won’t stay over when Adrianne’s here. It’s not like she’s going
to hear or see anything. She’s a kid, for Christ’s sake.”

“Jonas.” She pitched her voice low, staying
quiet in an effort to not disturb the little girl sleeping just up
the hallway, bedroom door left open a crack because she sometimes
had nightmares. “She’d see me in the morning, and her little girl
brain will store that info and process it. She might not be old
enough right now to know why I’d want to be here all night, but at
some point, that little girl is going to grow
up. When she does, she’s going to look to the people around her for
insight into how adults act. You don’t want her making bad
decisions, do you?”

“No, of course not. But that’s for
future-Jonas to worry about. Right now, what I want is for you to
stay with me. Between your job and your friends, I don’t get to see
you enough as it is.” He turned to face her, head propped
on one hand. The other traced a line up and down her arm, the soft touch raising
goose bumps on her skin. She shivered
and he smiled. “Come on, baby. Stay with
me.”

Connie looked at him, seeing only sincerity
and affection on his face now. “Not tonight.” His mouth thinned,
lips turning into a slash across his face. “Don’t be mad at me,
Jonas. I promise I’ll see you soon.”

“Dammit, why can’t you just stay?” He rolled
away to sit on the edge of the couch. Thrusting his fingers through
his hair, he muttered, “Never mind. I’ll see you after I take the
kid home I guess.”

Connie wavered for a moment. Then the
decision was made for her by a rising wail from Adrianne’s room of,
“Mommy.”

“Jesus.” Jonas stood and faced the hallway.
“I hate this. If I go in, she’ll freak out because I’m not
Mommy. If I don’t go in, then I’m the asshole who can’t
comfort his kid.”

Connie rose to stand beside him. She reached
for his hand and threaded her fingers through his. “You’re not an
a-hole.” They stood and listened, but the cry wasn’t repeated.
Adrianne was prone to nightmares, and sometimes the bad dreams
would hold her in their grip unending. Connie had sat beside the
child’s bed more than one night, stroking her hair and trying to
soothe her. He was right, though. If he entered Adrianne’s room
when she was caught up in a dream, it seemed to ratchet things to a
higher level, extending the night terrors for his daughter. He
still looked unsure, and shaking his hand gently, Connie reassured
him, “You’re a good father.”

“A good father who isn’t enough for his kid,
and can’t get his girlfriend to stay even when he needs her.” He
shrugged. “At least she’s quiet now. I’ll head to bed. Might as
well if I’m going to be alone and stuck with her by myself
tomorrow.” They walked to the door where he bent and brushed a kiss
across her lips. He pressed his forehead against hers, and asked a
final time, “You sure I can’t talk you into it?”

“Not tonight. I need to go home.” She shook
her head, feeling loss when he pulled back. “But, I’ll call in the
morning, see what you two have planned.”

“Yeah.” He reached for the doorknob. “Sure.”
Jonas offered her a tight smile that didn’t reach his eyes.
“That’ll be fine.”

Once in her car, Connie turned on her lights
and waved, seeing an answering wave back from his position in the
doorway before he closed the door. For an every-other-weekend
father, he did well with his little girl, and as she always did,
Connie had enjoyed her evening with them. She knew his insistence
on her staying was rooted more in his insecurities about caring for
Adrianne than in wanting Connie to be there, and Connie empathized but didn’t want to put the wrong ideas into
Adrianne’s head. She already clung to Connie more than her father,
and Connie could see how deeply it cut Jonas at times.

She made the trip home in good time, pausing
to stare up at her apartment building while she waited for the
remote to raise the parking garage door. Her security was of
critical importance to her father, and accepting his dictate on
where to rent had been an easy concession to his overprotective
desire to keep her safe. Her work as a receptionist in a small
legal firm paid well enough to cover her needs. It covered the
apartment and an occasional gift for Adrianne, and Connie had more
than enough at the end of the day to treat herself to a daily cup
of gourmet coffee.

In her apartment and behind a locked door,
she sent a quick text to Jonas to let him know she’d made it
safely. He didn’t ask, but it felt like the kind of things couples
did. Connie stared at a picture of them she’d framed and set on a
table in the living room. That had seemed a couple-type thing to
do, too, and Jonas had remarked on it when he’d seen it, smiling at
her in thanks for including him into her daily life. It didn’t
bother her that he didn’t reciprocate, because what guy did that?
Most men didn’t think of decorating at all
unless it was the kind of crayon drawings Connie had taken to
pinning to Jonas’ refrigerator. Another homey touch he’d smiled
about.

Sunday dawned with brilliant blue sky
overhead, and Connie whiled the day away
reading alongside the pool. Late in the afternoon, Jonas texted to let her know he missed her,
and she responded in kind, without adding anything too suggestive.
Jonas would be taking Adrianne home soon, and Connie didn’t want to
intrude on their day. He would be anxious about dropping his
daughter off, because it was never fun.
Maybe I should suggest a neutral location for future custody
transfers? She bit her lip again. Or, maybe not. She had
no right to recommend anything regarding his daughter. She and
Jonas weren’t at that place in their relationship. They were
exclusive, and very much together, but children added a layer of
complexity she’d never had to navigate before. He was a great guy.
Attentive, loving, and funny, but his focus had to be on making
life good for Adrianne, not on Connie. She knew it, even if he
didn’t understand right now.

Daddy would call it “trusting my
gut.” Connie smiled at the thought as she picked up her
tablet.

Anthony Rowe was a big fan of following his
gut. In his nearly forty years on the police force in her hometown
downstate, it had served him well. Her parents were still together,
and still in love after thirty-five years of marriage. Their two
girls had been born less than a year apart, and Connie was the
oldest of the two, raised by parents who had doted on her and her
sister. School outings were guaranteed to have one, or sometimes
both Rowe parents in attendance, to the point where she and her
sister felt somewhat smothered.

Family vacations, holiday gatherings,
birthdays, and even milestone events, it seemed everything held a
fond memory of doing things together. Connie worried at her lip,
remembering last night’s scene out on Audrey’s front sidewalk.
Adrianne’s questions about the argument between the two men had
been mild, focused more on how her favorite uncle felt about her,
but everything happening around Adrianne had to be hard for the
little girl to witness, even as much as Jonas tried to shield her
from it. Still, anger was anger, and Connie knew there was a lot of
it flying around every time he picked Adrianne up. A very
different kind of childhood.

Connie sighed and stood, still considering
how she could help Jonas manage the custody handoffs as she slowly
gathered the items she’d brought out with her. Thus far he’d been
resistant to talking about Adrianne beyond the time spent together
during his custody of the little girl. Not knowing what might have
gone wrong between the adults hampered her ability to make
reasonable recommendations. She paused, nearly dropping her
sunglasses. There’s got to be a way.

“Hey, pretty lady. You headed inside
already?” A male voice called from the side, and Connie looked up to see Taylor, one of her favorite
neighbors and friends, strolling towards her. “I just got home and
saw you out here.” He lifted a hand and she
grinned at the sight of a small cooler. Taylor waggled his eyebrows
at her. “I brought the wine.”

She tipped her head to the side. “You have a
boyfriend. Why aren’t you drinking with him?” Taylor and Alden, his
partner, had welcomed her to the apartments the day she moved in,
and she liked the quiet couple. They were staunch advocates of a
number of causes she also believed in, which made for easy
conversation.

“Because somebody kicked me out of the
apartment and said he has to study for his case tomorrow.” Alden
was a partner at a law office downtown, and he often took on pro
bono cases for his firm. “So, I came looking for you.”

“It’s prepare, not
study.” She set her tablet and sunglasses back under her lounge
chair and spread her towel across the plastic straps. She held up a
single finger as she sat. “And I’ll have one glass of wine. One,
Taylor. Don’t try to talk me into more.” At least once a week she
wound up commiserating with the man over his partner’s schedule,
and occasionally the grousing session would include copious amounts
of alcohol. “One.” It was better to set expectations at the
beginning of the evening with Taylor. “You hear me? One.”

“Excellent.” Taylor grinned and settled into
a chair, pulling a low table between them as he arranged a
cardboard pack of wine and two hard plastic glasses. “I got these
glasses on sale. They’re pool-friendly, and not even you can break
them. Promise.”

“Going all eco-friendly this week?” Connie
grinned as she poked fun at Taylor, smiling wider when he
mock-glared at her in response. “I’m kidding. Just kidding. What’s
been going on in your world?”

“Not a lot.” Taylor kept his eyes on the
wine as he poured, and Connie frowned. He was normally a lot more
talkative. He glanced up and rolled his eyes at her expression.
“Okay. I had a surrogacy reversal this week, which sucks, and I’m
not over it.” He worked as a counselor at a fertility clinic and
became terrifically invested in every case that crossed his desk.
“The donor backed out, and it’s a nightmare. She’s family, and
everyone is taking sides, which makes it a thousand times harder
for all involved.” He handed her a glass, then topped his off a
little more, lifting it in a salute to her. “Connie, darling,
please God, drink with me and tell me only glorious things, because this real-life stuff sucks donkey
balls.”
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