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      Saul Buttons never thought he would get to come home to Secret Springs, Colorado. When he left, he was pregnant and running away from a terrible situation. But now he’s back, and with a little help, he’s hoping to open his Little Angels daycare and find a new life for him and his son, Tony.

      Police chief Mark never knew why Saul left Secret Springs so suddenly after just a few dates with him, but he’s never gotten over Saul, and is happy to see Saul back. He’s hoping to get a second chance to woo Saul into his life, but when he learns Saul has been hurt before, he knows he has to move slowly.

      Saul knows he can trust Mark not to hurt him, but he’s not sure he can handle dating a cop. He needs to know someone will be there for him and Tony. Mark wants the kind of life Saul can offer, but can he learn to let go of some of the demands his job makes on his time? Saul and Mark both have to learn how to get their lives mesh in order to find the love they both need so much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Tony, would you please not stick marshmallows up your nose anymore? It causes technicolor snot, and I have to go to the bank today to get a loan.”

      “What’s that, Da?” Four was a great age—curious and interested, with far fewer of the frustrations of three. Thank god for LEGOs.

      “It’s where Da goes and begs Mrs. Mackey for money to buy safety stuff and toys and playground equipment and rent and advertisement and…” Saul Buttons, what are you thinking? Starting a business? You’re not smart enough for that.

      All the love in the world that he had for raising little ones didn’t make him a good business risk, and he thought he’d just ask for the cash because he needed it?

      The familiar, crushing panic hit him, and he tried to remember how to breathe, looking to his son to steady himself.

      “Love you, Da.” Those bright blue eyes shone up at him with pure joy. Anthony never wavered.

      “Oh, buddy. I love you too.” He stopped and picked his little boy up and swung him around. Anthony was his reason for being.

      This was why he was starting a business. Waiting tables wasn’t going to give his baby a college fund, and while it had been impulsive as hell, moving back to Secret Springs was the right decision.

      It really was.

      He was currently renting one of the three apartments in the Merchante building—this snazzy building close to the library. The house he wanted for his day care was already split into duplexes on the other side of the river from downtown, closer to the schools and most of the houses. It was zoned for commercial and residential, so he intended to live in one side and run his day care on the other side. He was experienced, local, and he had a degree. There was no reason he couldn’t do this.

      None.

      “Hello?” Tim Clinton, his dearest and oldest friend, called in. “I’m here to take Tony to story hour while you have your appointment.”

      “Stowees!” Little Gwen crowed; her baby babble was becoming clearer.

      “Gwen!” She was also Tony’s favorite person on earth. Ever. He bounced over to hug Tim’s leg, and Tim bent to let him kiss Gwennie’s cheek.

      “Hey, hon.” He went to hug Tim. “Thanks. Do I look okay?”

      “You look like a stud. You’ve got this.” Like Tim had to worry. He had a famous artist husband and a solid job. Lukas had just gone and done a show in Los Angeles, for heaven’s sake, and Tim had gotten to rub elbows with celebrities.

      “I hope so.” He took a deep breath. He was a capable omega with a four-year-old. A single parent who had beaten the odds in a tough town like Albuquerque. He’d gone to night school.

      He could do this.

      “I know so. You ready to go learn about dragons, Tony?” Tim asked.

      “Dragons? Really?”

      “Dragons, really.” Tim took Anthony’s hand. “Lukas, the kids, and I will meet you in the park for subs after? It’s a pretty day.”

      “Sounds perfect. Pray for me?”

      “It will be fine. I swear.”

      He grinned at the thumbs-up, and then they were off, him to the bank, Tim taking the kids to the library. Now the nerves really set in, because he had too much time to think.
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        * * *

      

      Saul sat in his little baby car and cried.

      The bank could loan him enough to get started, to get playground equipment, furniture, and toys, but not to buy the house.

      What good would playground equipment do without a yard?

      It wasn’t like he could put in the stuff at the Merchante building. Lukas was a doll, but the building was historic and… He was going to throw up.

      He saw Tim and Lukas, the kids, and a bunch of brightly covered balloons to welcome him.

      Dammit.

      A knock on his car window made him jump, and he stifled a shout, then looked up. A cop. Great. Was he illegally parked? When he rolled down his window, he saw a familiar face.

      Mark Gonzales.

      Fuck him.

      “Hey.” Saul prayed that the tear tracks didn’t show, but he knew better.

      “Saul. Hi.” Mark cleared his throat. He had on cop sunglasses, so it was impossible to see his amazing deep brown eyes. “Are you okay?”

      “I am. I’m meeting Tim and Lukas for lunch.” He pointed to the little group waiting for him.

      “Looks like a party.” Those well-shaped lips curved in a smile. God, Mark was still so hot. Tall and broad, he had black hair with a hint of curl and was kept short because of it.

      He and Mark had gone on two dates. Two glorious and wonderful dates before George White, the former mayor of Secret Springs had…had done what he did to Saul.

      “Yeah. Unfortunately I’m coming with bad news.” He sighed softly. He was the bad-news kid, he guessed.

      Mark glanced at the bank. “That’s a shame. If you—I mean, I’m sorry I haven’t seen you since you came back to town.” Mark did that cop thing, patting the roof of the car. “I’m sure that crew will help. They’re good folks.”

      “Thank you. You look—” Perfect. “—great.”

      Lukas was looking at him and stood up and headed in their direction.

      Oh, no.

      “Hey, Mark. You on duty?”

      “Yeah, I was dropping some stuff off at town hall.”

      “Bummer. You should come to the picnic if you have some lunch time.”

      “I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

      “We have plenty. Go drop your papers and join us. We’re celebrating.”

      Saul shook his head. “Lukas, I⁠—”

      “Wait! Not until we get to Tim.” Lukas held out a hand, and Saul felt the pull of an alpha. Damn it.

      “If you don’t mind,” Mark murmured.

      “Of course not,” he said. “Chase is a great cook. Come on when you’re done.” Maybe that way Mark would miss the humiliating part.

      Lukas took his hand and led him over to the picnic, and he fought his tears, at least until Anthony saw him. “Daddy!”

      “Tony!” He held his arms open.

      His baby boy ran to him, grabbing him for a hug, and he lifted Tony up, kissing his cheek. This was all for him. Saul would find a way to work with what the bank could do.

      “So? What happened?” Tim drew him down, and he sat and sighed.

      “It wasn’t good. Enough for playground equipment and to set up with furniture and toys, but not the house, so—” He teared up. So he stared up toward the sun to stave it off.

      “Oh honey. Honey, that’s good though, right? That’s not a no.”

      “Don’t cry, Da.”

      “Sorry, kiddo. I’m a little sad.”

      “That’s cool.” Lukas settled at the picnic table. “The playground equipment is a huge thing.”

      “But where am I supposed to put it?”

      Tim and Lukas shared a look, and then Tim handed him a ring of keys.

      He stared at them, completely sure he had no idea what was going on. “What’s this?”

      Tim took his hand. “An insurance policy against the bank.”

      He looked up, a frown forming. “What?”

      Lukas leaned his elbows on the table, his expression earnest. “We weren’t sure what the bank would do. If you got the loan, cool, then you could buy it. If you didn’t, then it would be safe against someone else buying it while you rented to own.”

      “I—I don’t understand.” Rented to own. What had the guys done?

      Hank, who had settled nearby, rolled his eyes. “It’s like crowdfunding or peer-to-peer lending, Saul. Lukas knew you wanted that building what, six months ago? And his new best friend at the real estate office told him someone was thinking of buying it for a law office. Dean Butler, in fact. So he bought it.”

      “He—You did what?” He looked up at Lukas, just stunned.

      “Tim and I bought it. It’s a great investment, and now you can rent-to-own it.”

      “Why…” Tears stung his eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because you were so determined to go it alone.” Tim patted his arm. “And you wouldn’t have asked the bank for as much if you’d known, and they would have given you less start-up. It wasn’t to be mean.”

      He looked at Tim, then pushed forward into his best friend’s arms. “You’re serious?”

      “I’m serious, man. The keys are yours. You can start working on it tomorrow.”

      “Thank you!” He started laughing, which was better than crying any day. Saul hugged Lukas too. “Thank you so much!”

      “It’s a sound investment, and much needed over by the schools.” Lukas patted his back.

      “Now can we have cake?” Chase asked. Lukas’s bestie was all about the food.

      “Cake!” Tony did a little dance.

      “Sandwiches first, little boy. Sandwiches before cake.” He was the Da, after all.

      “Oops.” Chase winked, not looking sorry at all. “I made your fave, little man. Almond butter and strawberry jam.”

      “Jammiches!” Tony cheered.

      “I know!” Chase took Tony off, making airplanes.

      “Looked like that was good news.” Mark stood a few feet away, smiling, sunglasses off.

      “It was. I’m—I’m opening a day care. I’ll be open by the time school starts, I hope.” He couldn’t stop smiling.

      “Oh, hey, that’s great.” Mark looked over at Tony. “I can tell you love kids.”

      “I do. I have my associate’s in Early Childhood Education, so—” He couldn’t stop touching the keys. His friends were so good to him.

      “Well, I’m tickled you’re back and staying awhile.” Mark reached out but stopped short of touching his shoulder. “So, what’s on the menu?”

      “I made almond and jam sandwiches, there are BLTs, and then we have turkey and avocado subs. There are homemade chips, too, and fruit salad, and carrot cake.”

      “Wow. You peeps always put on a great spread.”

      He tilted his head. “I know you play poker with and Lukas and Chase. I think you qualify as peeps too.”

      Mark flushed. “I like these guys a lot, yeah.”

      “Well, there, you see? You don’t fool me a bit with your I’m-an-island schtick.” He hated that he’d left Mark without explanation, but…he hadn’t had a choice.

      “No? I guess I’m less of one than I used to be.” The smile was gentle and a little sad. “Congratulations.”

      “Thanks.” He pointed to the seat across from him. “What would you like? I’ll go grab us a plate. I seem to remember you like bacon.” One of their dates had been for breakfast since Mark had been working nights.

      “I did. I do.” Mark sat, looking a little stunned.

      “I’ll be right back.” Lord, Mark made him a little heated, right in the midsection. Too bad he had sworn off men until Tony was grown.

      “Thanks, honey.”

      That little “honey” should have put his back up, but Mark had never treated him with anything less than respect, and that deep voice was like warm caramel.

      He fixed Tony a plate, and then he made Mark’s before going to sit, his mind a million miles away.

      Tony came to plop down beside him. “Hi! I’m Tony.”

      “Hi, Tony. I’m Mark.”

      “You a policeman?” Tony picked up his sandwich.

      “I am. I’m the boss of the policemen here.”

      Saul smiled as Tony made another friend. He was so easy to love.

      “I want to be a firemans and drive the truck.”

      “Do you? You’ll have to come to the fire station and take a tour. The guys would love to meet you. We have three full-time guys, and I volunteer. Do you know what that means?”

      “Vot-to-teer?” Tony shook his head.

      “It means I spend some time there when I’m not at work because I want to help.”

      “Like Da at the kitchen?”

      Saul smiled. “I volunteered at a soup kitchen in Albuquerque.” He would never tell Mark they’d gotten free food that way, but it had been true. He’d spent their grocery budget on Tony, augmented by WIC. His meals had come from work, and from volunteering at the food kitchens.

      Working part-time with Chase now, he never went hungry.

      “Oh. I can do it too?” Tony beamed at Mark. “I hold the hose.”

      “I bet you would be really good at it, kiddo.” Mark just seemed so happy to talk to Tony, which put a warm glow in his belly.

      “Da! Da, He’s a nice policeman.”

      “Chief Mark is a very nice policeman, yes.”

      “I try, huh?” Mark grinned. “Thanks for lunch.” He munched a chip, so of course, Tony munched a carrot stick.

      Oh, so sweet.

      “You know, Saul,” Mark murmured. “It’s not lunch if you don’t eat too.”

      “Huh?” He looked down at his plate.

      “We’re all having a thing. A lunch thing. You, me, and Tony.”

      “Eat, Da!”

      He rolled his eyes. “I am. I was just thinking, you know? Planning the day care. I need to settle on a name.”

      “Brainstorm with your fellow investigators.” Mark nodded toward Hank and Andrew and Tim.

      “I was thinking something simple. Little Ones Day Care. Little Angels Day Care. Secret Springs Day Care.” He grinned wickedly. “Day Care for All.”

      “If you did that, I would send some folks for a time-out.”

      “You could call it Baby Jail!” Lukas teased.

      He laughed as everyone settled around them with their food. “I could, but then I’d have to have a police presence.” What the hell, Saul? Was he flirting? That was so unwise.

      “I like Little Angels Day Care, personally.” Tim nodded like that was that. “You could put wings on the sign.”

      “I could.” The more he thought about it, the more he liked the idea of a sign shaped like wings with a halo over the A in angels…

      “You can have police protection anytime, though,” Mark murmured.

      He blinked over, a sweet warmth filling his gut. “Good to know.”

      “Yeah.” Mark gathered up his trash, his lunch gone in a flash. “Okay, guys. I have to get back to work. Thanks so much for lunch. Tony, it was good to meet you.” He pulled out a card and scribbled on it. “My cell has changed.” Then he handed it to Saul.

      “Mine has too. I’ll text you so you have it. Just in case.”

      “Thanks.” That warm smile made him feel ten feet tall. Mark put his sunglasses back on and headed off with a wave.

      The guys did at least wait until he was out of earshot to jump all over that. “The chief of police?” Andrew teased. “Yum.”

      “He’s a very nice man.” And Saul had figured they could have fun, but—That had been ruined.

      “He is.” Chase gave him a gentle smile. “Did you two date before?”

      Saul sighed. “Twice. Then I found out about…” He nodded at Tony who was playing fire hose with a carrot.

      “Oh. I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t think he’s holding a grudge, honey.” Tim gave him a gentle smile, and he rolled his eyes.

      “We’ll talk about it in fifteen years when I date again.”

      “Right.” Tim snorted. “I would have said you were nuts, but I have one of these now.” He held up Gwennie.

      “So you understand. No more dates.”

      “Nope. I just know you’ll have to work harder to juggle it all if it’s important.”

      His cheeks heated, and he kicked Tim under the picnic table. He wasn’t sure he could bear to let someone touch him again. Maybe it wouldn’t be a problem, but what if it was? That would never be fair to Mark.

      Mark was a good man. Saul was—he’d been ill-used, and he was ashamed that he hadn’t dealt with it better.

      Tim gave him a look but subsided, and Andrew and Hank stared back and forth between them.

      “Anyway, I think Little Angels it is.”

      “Cheers!” Chase lifted his Coke, and everyone joined in.

      He smiled, grateful to all of his friends, his mood improving. Mark was a really wonderful man, but Saul didn’t have time to date.

      Starting a business was going to take up all his time.
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      “Okay, lady. I’m off for the night. You know where to find me.” Mark held up his cell, letting his nighttime officer, Gloria, know he was leaving.

      “Evening, Boss. I’m about to head off on patrol.”

      He waved, then made his way out to his truck. He paused, wondering if maybe he should just walk somewhere to get something to eat. Then again, he could drive over to Señor Dragon’s. He was just in the kind of mood that required tacos al pastor and kung pao chicken.

      Ever since he’d seen Saul, talked to him, Mark had been restless as hell. The guy had made it clear through lack of contact when he came back to town that he wasn’t interested in picking up where they’d left off, so why was he so damn…needy? Interested? Ready to pick up where they’d left off?

      Shit.

      He called in his order, getting enough for supper tonight and tomorrow, then headed across the river to his side of town. He rented a little house in the newer subdivision, close to the high school.

      It was sweet, simple, and clean, and would do until he found something more permanent.

      As he drove through town, he saw Saul unloading boxes out of his little SUV, carrying them into the big old Victorian that had been split into duplexes where it sat on one of the major side streets.

      He took a deep breath, making a snap decision. He had enough food to share, right? He pulled off in front of Saul’s house so he could park. “You need some help?” he asked after he hopped out of the truck.

      “Oh! Oh hey. Hey, how are you?” Saul’s smile was so gentle, so shy. “I am moving in dribs and drabs. Tony’s already asleep in his little bed.”

      “I’m good. Just got off work for the weekend. I don’t mean to invite myself, but I got Señor Dragon’s for supper, and there’s enough to share. I can help unload. If you want.” Please want. Please.

      “I—I would love a hand. Please. This is tough work.” That smile warmed him, all the way to the bone.

      “Then just tell me where to put things.” Thank god he’d changed out of his uniform and left it in the locker at work. He lifted a box, and they made short work of what Saul had been able to pack in his car. “Anything else you need shifted around?”

      “Oh, let’s eat first. I have an old sofa in the front room. What would you like to drink? I have orange juice, milk, and Kool-Aid. The purple flavor.”

      He hooted, trying to remember there was a sleeping kiddo somewhere close. “I got Cokes from Señor’s. They sell two liters. That work?”

      “Oh, I would kill for something carbonated and caffeinated.”

      “No murder required.” He jogged out to his truck to grab his take-out containers and one bottle of Coke.

      When he got back in, Saul had paper plates down, along with forks and plastic cups with ice.

      “Here we go. I was gonna eat my feelings, so there’s kung pao, egg rolls, hot and sour soup, tacos, and a big pile of nachos.” He refused to be embarrassed. It had been fate.

      “God, I missed Señor Dragon’s when I was gone. This is the perfect meal. I love the jalapeno popper wontons.”

      “Yeah? Those are best there, huh? They don’t reheat. I also love the green chile strips with the smoky ranch.”

      “Mmm.” Saul smiled. “Thank you so much for sharing.”

      “Hey, it was a stroke of luck. Had a bad call at work today, and I didn’t really want to sit alone in front of the TV.” It was important for Saul to know the help went both ways. “Anyway, thank you for letting me come in. This is a great place.” He loved the creaky wooden floors, the amazing bubbled windows.

      “You’re welcome. I really love it, and now I can pay small payments with lower interest until things take off. Which I’m hoping.” Saul crossed his fingers.

      “More people are moving back to Secret Springs. Some of the kids who were your age who left for college are looking for a good place to raise children.” He got the feeling Saul was waiting for him, so he dug into the fried rice, putting some on both their plates.

      “Thank you.” Saul glanced up at him, eyes shocking green.

      “Kung pao? Tacos?” He gave Saul an egg roll. He would kinda do anything to see that smile.

      “I’ll take a bite of kung pao, thank you.” Saul held out his plate. “So I’m going to live on this side. Use the bottom floor of the other side for the day care. I just need to decide whether the second floor is storage or what.”

      He dished up the chicken as well as one taco. “Hmm. Storage could be fine, but what all do you have? It might be better to store in the garage and use the upstairs as a meeting space or a place you can rent for something. Or a study spot for the older kids?” Parents were always looking for a place for their tweens and more to hang out after school until they got home from work.

      “Maybe if I get big enough to hire some help. I wouldn’t know what to do if someone got hurt.”

      “True.” He opened a pack of hot mustard. “You’ll think of something.”

      “I will. Maybe… Maybe I’ll put a door across and make another living space above. A place for movies or something.”

      “That works too. That would be easy to convert to something else if you needed it later on.” He’d always found Saul so easy to talk to. No one else had ever been that way, not even his newer friends, though he and Lukas were on a similar wavelength.

      “Yeah. I have some options. I’m excited about creating a nice little space for the kids.”

      “Good deal. I can really see this working for you.” He looked around at the house, which needed a little love but was homey and would be super comfy.

      “Do you know an affordable handyman? Someone that can help me fix things up?”

      “I have a couple of guys.” He went for casual. “I’m pretty handy, too, and I work for pizza.”

      “You’re a busy guy. The police chief, even.” Saul gave him a smile. “Rumor is you’re running for mayor.”

      “Thinking about it. Then again, I kind of like my job. I might try to talk Jack Harlan into it.”

      Saul’s eyebrows lifted. He knew Jack had come back to town to handle the land dispute, but he thought the man was more in Denver than he was here. “Is he coming to stay?”

      “He’s been renovating the ranch.”

      “Does he have a family?” Saul asked. “I’ll send a postcard.”

      “Not that I know of.” Mark grinned. “I hadn’t seen him since he left town, but it was good to catch up. We’re supposed to have lunch on Monday in Montrose. He’s got a bunch of papers to sign at some lawyer’s there.”

      “Excellent. I’m watching the history museum while Hank goes to a Ghost Hunters conference in Denver.”

      “Man, he’s really into that, huh?” The night Tim had been attacked, no one had mentioned Joe the ghost. Since then, Lukas had told him the whole tale about how the pregnant omega ghost in the Merchante building had saved Tim and his unborn child from a deranged now ex-boss.

      Mark wasn’t sure he believed, but he was pretty sure he didn’t think Lukas was lying.

      Saul’s lips curved. “He always was, but now he’s obsessed. I hope he has a ball. They’re doing some kind of big haunted-building tour. A couple of them have never been explored before. I think there might even be a side trip up to the Stanley.”

      “He’ll love it.” Hank was such a little history geek. It was adorable. In fact, all of the omegas in Saul’s group of high school friends were just…kind of amazing.

      Andrew was fierce and angry. Hank was obsessed. Tim was finicky and clever. And Saul? He was an enigma.

      A beautiful one. And kind. He knew that much. Mark just wanted to know more.

      They ate and chatted, and when Saul started drooping over his fortune cookie, Mark knew it was time to make a retreat.

      “I guess I ought to head on out.” He stood, gathering the soup, egg rolls, and tacos. He left Saul the fried rice and kung pao leftovers. He’d really like those; Mark could tell.

      “I hope you have a great evening. You have the weekends off?” At his nod, Saul continued. “I make a very nice spaghetti and meatballs. Would you like to come to supper either tomorrow or Sunday?”

      “I would love that. How about Sunday? Unless you need some help tomorrow. I really am handy. Not much of an electrician, but I can do drains to drywall.” He bounced on his toes a little, feeling ten feet tall. He was coming back for supper. Even if it was just because Saul felt like he needed to repay the gesture, it was a start.

      “You’re welcome to come by. Tomorrow we’re going to be having a ton of deliveries and a build-the-thing party. You—I could use all the help I can get. I’m buying pizza.”

      “That would be great. I can build.” Yes. He didn’t fist pump but damn.

      “Anytime after noon, then.” Saul gave him an owlish blink, then a soft smile. “Thank you. For everything this evening.”

      “You’re welcome. Night.” He stood there almost another whole minute, then went for it, giving Saul a one-armed hug. “See you tomorrow.”

      “I’ll be here.” Saul hugged him back, then surprised him with the gentlest kiss to his cheek.

      Mark headed out to his truck before he could push his luck, his leftovers in hand. It would be a good breakfast.

      Looked like he was having pizza for lunch.
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        * * *

      

      “You look so happy,” Tim mentioned when he and Lukas showed up to help put playground equipment together. They were the first ones there, and he was tickled, because he needed to talk to Tim.

      “Mark came by last night. We had supper. He’s coming back today, and tomorrow night.” He blurted the words out.

      Tim’s eyes went wide. “Wait. What?”

      “He saw me unloading the car, and he stopped, and he had Señor Dragon’s.” Whew. He had almost called Tim last night, but that had seemed so…high school. “So I invited him to come today. And then I have to feed him, since he shared his takeout.”

      “Really?” Tim hugged him, holding him tight. “Good for you! He’s a good man.”

      “Yes. I’m not dating him. Just being friendly.”

      “Of course. He’s a little lonely. Maybe a little loner. Lukas and him do get together.” Tim’s smile was so bright.

      “He says he’s having lunch with Jack Harlan on Monday.”

      “Oh, the fancy guy. Hank says he’s so alpha he makes Lukas seem like he’d take a knot.”

      “Tim!”

      “What? It’s true. Or so Hank says. You know he thinks super stereotypical alphas are hot.”

      “I know.” Saul glanced at Lukas. “Like you don’t.”

      Lukas must have heard the last, because he struck a manly pose, which had him and Tim giggling.

      “Well, I’m not dating.” And if Saul kept saying it, it might be true.

      “Okay, cool. You can still enjoy his company.”

      “I do. He’s kind.”

      “Uncle Tim!” Tony came running over. “Can I see Gwennie?”

      “Mmmhmm. She’s asleep, though, so can you be quiet?” Tim took Anthony over to the pack-and-play he had set up for her, since he had it anyway, and let him peer in.

      “Hey, Gwennie!” Tony gave it his best stage whisper. “When she wakes up, can we play in my room?”

      “Excuse me.” A soft voice sounded, a young lady with two little boys and who was heavily pregnant stood by the open door. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m your next-door neighbor, Rachel, and I wanted to say hi.”

      “Hi, Rachel!” He went to her right away, smiling. “I’m Saul.” He knew Tim would take care of Tony. “It’s so nice to meet you.”

      “You too! Ricky and Redding were so excited to see another little boy in the neighborhood. My wife, Linda, she’s the naturopath and chiropractor at the health center. I’m a massage therapist. I mean, I’m licensed.” God, she was adorable.

      “I’m opening a very small day care. I’m a single dad, so… I want to be able to do something for the town.”

      “Oh wow.” She nodded, face wreathed in a huge smile. “Well, our backyards share a fence on this side, so maybe the boys can play together?”

      “I would love that. Tony! Come meet Miss Rachel and her boys.” He hadn’t had a chance to check out the health center yet, but Tony was about due for his checkup so it was great to meet some folks from there.

      “Hey, Rachel.” Tim came over with Tony. “Did Linda like the kielbasa recipe?”

      “She did! Thanks for looking it up for me.”

      Tim knew everyone, he would swear.

      Rachel smiled at Tony. “Hey there. This is Ricky and Redding. They’re four.”

      Tony’s eyes lit up. “I’m four! Wanna see my new room?”

      “I can take them up if you want,” Tim said. He was grateful, because Rachel knew Tim, so she might be happier with that.

      “Did you want that play—Oh, hey. I’m Lukas.” Lukas smiled at Rachel.

      “Pens and Needles. I know. My wife had you do her caduceus with the naturopathic leaves and vines instead of the wings and serpents.”

      Lukas snapped his fingers. “Linda. Well, it’s nice to meet you. You want that interlocking rubber floor on the dining area over at the other side, right, Saul?”

      “Yes. That’s going to be our art space, as well as lunch and snacks.” He smiled at Rachel. “Please, come in and have a seat? A bottle of water?”

      “Oh, please. Thank you.”

      Lukas disappeared again, and Rachel came to sit at his kitchen table. “We were so excited to see you moving in. It’s been vacant a while.”

      “I’ve only been back for nine months, and I finally got the funds to start my business.”
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