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Dedication
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To Wheels — I dedicate this book to you because in 1989, our waterbed caught on fire. Literally, it caught on fire. And if that's not a good reason for a dedication, I don't know what is. Love you!

Everyone has a reason why they joined a motorcycle club.

This is Kent and Callie's story.
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Part One

Chapter 1


Callie

1985
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The bell jingled above the door at Moore's Gas Station. Callie put the last case of beer on the frigerated shelf and pushed the dolly to the front of the store.

"Callie, cover the register," yelled her dad from the storage room.

"I've got it." She moved the stool from behind the counter and spotted a male customer, scrutinizing the candy aisle.

Having worked at her dad's gas station and convenience store since she was old enough to pump gas, she knew every local. She sucked in her stomach and looked away. The man wasn't from around here.

She glanced at him again. He was a big, gruff-looking guy.

He wore his long black hair tied behind his neck and had a full, scruffy beard. That wasn't what marked him as a stranger to the area. Half the men in Montana preferred to wear their hair long and not shave unless they were required to wear a business suit or worked for the county.

The customer picked up a pack of Red Vine and carried it to the counter. She rang him up without saying a word. He'd be in and out, getting what he needed, and an unnecessary conversation would only slow him down.

He looked down the length of the counter. "Do you sell hot coffee?"

"By the door." She pointed the other way. "Twenty cents a cup."

"Go ahead and add it to the total, plus a pack of Marlboro." He tossed a ten-dollar bill down in front of her.

She set his change on the counter in front of him and closed the drawer. "Are you getting gas?"

He stepped back, looked through the doors. "Yeah. Take it out of the change."

She muffled her sigh. Only her dad was working today, and he was busy in the back of the building unboxing stock. She'd need to go outside and help the customer.

"I'll pump the gas." She locked the register drawer and glanced at him again. "After you get your coffee."

She wasn't going to leave the man inside by himself to steal from them. That's how the last two kids that worked the pump outside got fired. They thought they could take a candy bar or grab a pop whenever no one was looking.

"Appreciate it." He walked to the coffee pot.

She stayed back, waiting for him. From her view, she could look at the tattoos going down both arms without him noticing. None of the markings made any sense to her. Usually, men had anchors, ships, or pinup girls drawn on their forearms or the front of their chests.

His tattoos looked like random green doodles.

The bell above the door jingled again. Harvey Cramer entered the gas station, and she folded her arms in front of her and glanced away.

The hair prickled at the back of her neck in warning. No amount of preparing herself for one of her ex-husband's friends coming in could stop her stomach from rebelling. Josh had turned the whole town against her.

"Scoping out someone new, Callie?" Harvey chuckled, shaking his head while looking at the other customer. "Your daddy must be gone for you to be on the prowl."

Ignoring Harvey, she walked outside, following the customer. When he stopped, she found herself beside a black Harley Davidson.

"Your motorcycle won't take the amount of gas you paid for. You'll get change back," she said.

A car zoomed past, the driver blasted his horn and kept going. She squinted, trying to see who it was making a scene. It looked like Toby McKinnon's truck, except the tailgate was all dented as if it'd been in an accident.

She turned around and found the customer filling his tank. A lot of people from out of state often tried to self-serve, but at Moore's Gas Station, full-service was a given, even in the dead of winter when all she wanted to do was stay inside and huddle beside a woodstove.

She watched the meter shut off at eighty-six cents. The man played with the nozzle until he got a full dollar's worth of gas.

"You can keep the change," he said.

"Are you sure?" She rubbed her arm. "You have enough to get a candy bar or another pack of cigarettes."

He lifted his head, his gaze piercing her. It was the first eye contact she'd made with him, and she wasn't prepared for the cobalt blue eyes coming from a man with such dark hair. The striking combination unsettled her as if he could see all her faults, in which she had many.

"Do you know of anyone hiring around here? Somewhere I can work outside and put some money in my pocket?" His mouth barely moved when he talked until she realized his beard and mustache hid most of his upper lip.

Caught trying to figure out what he was asking and escape those eyes, her throat spasmed, and she couldn't form a reply.

Harvey walked out the door, further distracting her. "I left money on your nightstand, Callie. I mean, on the counter."

His roar of amusement followed him all the way to his pickup. Her face heated. She hated everyone in town.

"Miss?" said the man in front of her.

She pried her tongue off the roof of her dry mouth. "Yes?" 

"A job?"

She nodded, letting him know she'd heard the question the first time. "The car dealership down on Monroe Street might be hiring. Benny Lyle is the manager there."

He dipped his chin and turned away from her. She stayed watching him. Was he a drifter? 

If he was looking for a job, that meant he planned to stay in Missoula.

"Callie?" yelled her dad.

She startled, turned, and stopped when her dad pushed his way out the front doors. A light sheen of sweat covered her dad's flushed face. Lately, she'd noticed him having a harder time doing the routine tasks around the gas station.

His breathing seemed louder, more difficult. Lately, he got tired faster. Some of the boxes that he'd normally have no problem lifting, he now used a dolly or asked her to help move.

"You can cover the inside now." Her dad removed his handkerchief from his pocket and mopped his face. "I'll handle the pump."

"What about the...?" She clamped her mouth shut, knowing it was no use to question her dad.

If he wanted to work outside, she'd need to stay after the station closed and finish stocking the shelves, he'd started that morning. She nodded and walked back inside. It wasn't like she had a life away from the garage anymore.

She lived behind the gas station in a single-wide trailer with her dad. The same place she'd grown up. Except back then, she and her dad had lived in a ranch-style home. While she'd been married to Josh, the house had burnt down. The fire department believed the fire had started from a space heater her dad had by his favorite recliner.

Luckily, her dad had decided to wax the floor at the gas station that evening and wasn't inside the house.

Instead of rebuilding, her dad had taken the insurance money and bought a cheap mobile home. Then, he'd put the payout money from the fire into remodeling the gas station and added the convenience store. At the time, she could see his reasoning.

He lived alone. His needs were simple. Expanding brought more money in, and he planned to retire at sixty-eight years old. He still had three years to go until then, and she wondered if his body would allow him to keep working that long.

What her father hadn't planned on was having his grown daughter move back in with him when she got divorced and had nowhere else to go, except to run back to her daddy.

At thirty-four years old, she had nothing. No husband. No children. No impressive career.

She walked inside. A beer bottle sat atop two dollars Harvey had left behind. She hadn't even noticed what he'd bought when he'd left because of his rude comments, damn him. 

Opening the register, she put the money in the drawer. Knowing Harvey, he probably took a couple of forty ouncers and ripped her off.

When it came to her ex-husband and his friends, their whole lives revolved around the next party. It was amazing that any of them could hold down a job for how much time they spent having a good time.

She slammed the drawer closed. Bitterness consumed her. Every day someone or something reminded her of the humiliation Josh Hill caused her.

For five years, she'd loved him. He'd dated her for two years, flirting and spoiling her with gifts, parties, and attention. When he'd asked her to marry him on bended knee, she'd said yes.

Almost instantly, he'd changed. Or, maybe she'd changed. He no longer wanted to spend time with her, preferring to stay away from the house. She became more needy as a result until she stopped asking for his attention.

Three years of trying to make their marriage work seemed like a lifetime when she was miserable and lonely. At her lowest, she could finally see past the hurt to the truth of what happened in their marriage.

She'd put her own happiness to the back burner to try and make their commitment to each other work through Josh's affairs, his lies, his disrespect, until divorcing him was her only option if she ever planned to be happy.

Signing the papers to dissolve her marriage and going back to her maiden name should've ended her pain. But, Josh had to crush her by spreading vicious rumors. False stories that his wide-set of friends helped spread until she'd lost everyone around her, except her dad.

For months after the divorce, she tried to defend herself against the lies. Then, tired of the backlash and the way the stories grew, she'd ignored them, hoping they'd go away when someone else became the topic of conversation in Missoula. 

Harvey's harassment during his visit to the gas station today proved that three years after her divorce, nobody had forgotten the lies Josh spread around.

She knew deep in her heart that the only way the fires of a rumor could continue to burn was if someone still fed fuel to the flame. Why Josh continued to hurt her when he'd moved on with his life and was in an assumed committed relationship was beyond her understanding.

Too many times, she'd wished to go back to before she'd met Josh and redo her adult life. To meet a different man or not even get married. Maybe go to college or become a flight attendant.

Instead, it felt like she'd dug a hole that she couldn't get out of. She wasn't a skinny cheerleader anymore. She rarely wore makeup. Nobody but herself had cut her hair in six years.

She dragged the stool back to the counter and plopped her butt down. Her hairstyle was one length and simple—she trimmed the ends of her hair every six months. Her clothes—fit her two sizes ago when she cared about how others viewed her.

She blew out her breath. Tomorrow she'd start taking better care of herself. For herself. No one else.

Looking out the glass door, she sighed. Her father continued to talk with the man on the motorcycle.

If she couldn't do better for herself, she'd do it for her dad. He was getting up there in years, and with his health, he needed to rely on her more. Every day, he walked home exhausted. The triple by-pass surgery he had last year was a temporary fix on top of his Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease. Most of the time, his COPD caused him to huff and puff with any little movement. 

His stubbornness about never going to the doctor had let the heart attack sneak in. Thank God, he was in too bad of shape to argue about having the surgery.

She would've thought her dad had learned his lesson about taking care of himself, but he was strong-willed. No amount of cajoling, begging and yelling made him eat better, rest more, or see a doctor about his new complaints.

Outside, the drifter shook her dad's hand and got on his motorcycle. She reached over and turned the dial on the radio, changing the station. It would be a slow day until three o'clock when people would start getting off work and stop to get gas. The afternoon hours until seven o'clock, when they closed the doors, were always the busiest.

Her dad walked inside and stopped in front of the counter. "I hired him."

"Who?" She turned the radio down.

"The man that was just here. His name's Kent Calder. He'll be manning the pump and taking care of the deliveries." Her dad leaned against the counter. "I told him to come in at six o'clock in the morning. That gives you an hour to show him around before we open."

Her neck stiffened. "You hired the guy on the motorcycle?"

"That's what I said."

"He's not from around here."

"Probably not, but that's none of my business. He promised to stick around as long as he's being paid, and he looked like a man of his word. He's a big guy, used to the outdoors, and the harsh winters. He'll do the work if he wants to be paid." Her dad pushed himself straight, his face flushing. "I need to go back and work on the boxes. Yell if someone pulls up to the pump and then tell 'em to hold on."

Tension pounded in her head. "Are you okay?"

He waved her concern away. "Got work to do."

She needed to get him to agree to see the doctor. What if he had more blockage in his arteries?

He kept telling her he was fine, and his energy level and lack of strength had more to do with old age than anything. At sixty-five years old, her dad deserved to slow down. 

The heaviness of responsibility settled on her shoulders. One of the reasons her dad hung on to the gas station was because of her. He wanted to pass her the business when he retired, allowing her to support herself. While she tried to run the place and take the workload off her dad, it took more than one person to keep the shelves stocked, and the customers served.

Maybe it was a good decision to hire the man on the motorcycle to work for them. Her dad needed help.
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Chapter 2

Kent
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Kent pushed the dolly loaded with bags of ice around the building and tossed them into the freezer to the right of the front door of the gas station. Working here was honest work, if not repetitive, and so far, he was able to set his own pace.

Nothing like his last job working in the oil fields of North Dakota where dust coating his sweaty skin became a way of life, and his muscles reminded him of how much physical work it took to walk to his motorcycle after a ten-hour shift.

A two-door Plymouth pulled up to the pump. He set the dolly against the building and approached the driver's side door. "What can I do you for?"

"Three dollars." A man held out the cash.

"Coming right up." He set the pump, put the nozzle in the tank, and while the gas flowed, he picked up the squeegee.

Scrubbing the bugs off the front windshield, he made each stroke across the glass without missing a spot, wiping the rubber blade off with the paper towel after each swipe to make sure he left no streaks.

"Can I check your oil today?" he said, putting the squeegee in the bucket of soapy water.

"No, I take care of the maintenance on my car." The older man swiped the dash of the car with his handkerchief.

The pump clicked off. Kent stepped around the pump and removed the nozzle, hanging it back on the hook.

"Can I get you anything...?" He turned around as the customer started the engine and pulled away from the gas station, running over the hose that rang the bell inside at the counter.

Returning to the front of the gas station, he grabbed the dolly and walked around the building to the back door. Before he loaded more bags of ice, he stepped inside and looked around for Callie.

She sat behind the counter, her head bent, and her icy-blonde hair shielding her face. For one of the sexiest women he'd ever seen, she was either shy or not a people person. She went out of her way to ignore not only him but every customer that'd come into the gas station.

That morning when she'd shown him around the place and gave him a list of chores to do between helping the customers outside, she'd stayed away from small talk.

Even her instructions were given in a way that he could either do what he wanted or not do them, she wouldn't care either way. Knowing she was Ed's daughter, he'd think she would take responsibility for the success of the gas station and be critical about the employees her dad hired.

Her shoulders moved with a heavy sigh. He stood there, hoping she would look at him. For one brief moment that morning, she'd tossed her hair over her shoulder and caught her bottom lip between her teeth and it'd felt like he'd gotten sucker-punched.

She had the lightest brown eyes, but it was the gold ring around her iris that left him staring. Her eyes were magnetizing and seductive. As if he stared too long, he'd be a goner.

Then, she'd gone back to looking away from him, hiding from his view.

He stepped to the counter and placed the money he'd collected from the customers in front of Callie. She spared him a glance and went back to writing in a notebook filled with columns.

The bell on the door jingled. A group of young women came in, their laughter and steps stopping at the sight of him. He dipped his chin and moved out of their way, walking around them toward the door.

"There's that skank," whispered one of the girls.

Kent continued to the door, looking back over his shoulder only to find they were talking about Callie. He gazed at his boss's daughter. Either she never heard the name-calling directed at her or pretended not to acknowledge the two women because she continued staring down at the ledger in front of her.

"I swear, she's had more dick than every female in Missoula," muttered the woman with short hair.

Kent walked outside. It wasn't his business what went on around town. He only planned to stay as long as he had money flowing in. After work, he needed to check out the pay-by-the-day motel across town and see if they had a vacancy and would allow him to pay by the week or month. If not, he'd continue to stay in the tent down at the river.

He grabbed the broom and put bristles to pavement. Staying down at the river wasn't a bad way to live. The weather was decent, if not chilly, like he preferred, and it only took a short dip in the water to wash.

All he had to do was sleep when he wasn't working, and one day turned into the next. It was a comfortable existence after spending the last two years living in a trailer working long days, six days a week, on the oil rigs.

He wasn't made to settle at any one place for long. Never had been, thanks to being an Army brat.

His life had been planned out for him. He'd join the Army and follow his dad's footsteps

But life had a way of changing plans without telling him. At eighteen years old, he hit the road, jumping from one place to another. 

There was no need to set down roots. People never interested him. Places grew boring. As long as he had his Harley, he could go anywhere he wanted.

Using the broom, he pushed the gravel, tossed pull tabs and snuffed cigarette butts to the corner of the building, and added the debris to the pile he'd started earlier.

In his peripheral vision, the two women came out of the front door. He set the broom against the building and walked toward the pump.

"Are you getting gas today, ladies?" he asked.

The woman with short hair turned around. "I paid inside."

"How much?" He unhooked the nozzle.

"Five dollars."

He unscrewed the gas cap at the back of the car behind the license plate, knowing he'd be able to fill the car with that amount of money.

"Can you do the windshield, too?" The other woman wagged her finger toward the car. "There are bugs."

"That, I can do." He got the gas flowing and walked to the front of the vehicle and washed the windshield.

"You're not from around here." The short-haired woman leaned against the door of the car and arched her back against the vehicle, studying him. "What's your name?"

"Kent." The numbers on the pump slowly changed.

"I'm Belinda DeBarge." She pointed to her friend. "That's Dana Avery."

He dipped his chin, acknowledging the introduction. Neither woman appealed to him after hearing them bitch about Callie.

"What have you been doing in Missoula?"

"Working," he said.

The pump clicked off. He took out the nozzle and screwed on the gas cap. There were two cents remaining on her balance.

He dug out two pennies from his pocket and held the change out to her. "All filled."

"You don't talk much." She stepped closer, taking the coins, her fingers lingering on his hand.

He moved away. "You have a good day now."

Belinda's scoff at his rejection hit his ears as he turned and walked toward the front door. He was here to work, not make friends.

Walking inside, he searched out Callie and found her filling the magazine rack. He cleared his throat.

She jolted and turned her head, looking over her shoulder. The fear that'd flashed in her gaze was quickly hidden.

"Did you need something?" She looked down at the stack of skin mags in her hand.

Her face flushed, and she hurried to put the magazines in their slot and flip down the plastic shield to hide the naked woman on the cover from him.

"Just wanted to check and make sure that last customer paid five bucks for the gas." He wasn't here to embarrass her. It was obvious she was only stocking the rack, not checking out the contents of the magazine.

"Uh, yes." She shoved the crate with her foot and moved down the aisle. "The gas was paid for."

"It only came to four dollars and ninety-eight cents, so I gave her the change out of my pocket."

"Go ahead and take a couple pennies from the dish on the counter," she said.

"I'm not worried about two cents."

She shrugged and went back to sliding magazines into the right slot. He headed toward the door when he stopped and turned back around. There was nobody inside with her. Her dad must be off doing something else.

"Customer service doesn't mean you have to put up with rude people," he said.

She glanced at him, no emotions on her face. For several seconds, she simply stared at him, and he wondered if he'd misread the hostile attitude the women aimed at Callie.

"The new gas price came in a few minutes ago. You'll need to change the pump and then put the new price on the sign at the road. It cost a dollar nineteen a gallon now." She turned away from him, ending their two-subject conversation.

He walked out. It wasn't any of his business how she handled customers or the history behind the way they acted toward her. If she wanted to ignore how other people treated her, that was her problem.
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Chapter 3

Callie
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Callie locked the back door and walked the two hundred feet to the single-wide trailer. She gazed at the pinkness in the sky over the mountain peaks in the distance. Working every day made the seasons go by fast. It was already the beginning of summer. 

Before she knew it, the weather would change.

Snow would cover the mountain range.

Her nights would get longer and lonelier.

The gravel under her feet rolled with each step. It was almost laughable how fast the warmer days went by and how cold nights seemed to last forever.

Noticing her dad's truck gone, she opened the front door of the trailer. Not knowing what time he planned to come home since he left work before she closed the gas station and never mentioned any plans for the evening, she'd hold off on starting dinner and heat the leftover casserole that remained from last night.

She kicked her shoes off by the door and walked over to the couch. Plopping down, she took her hair out of her high ponytail and rubbed her head. Her normal day had turned strange with the added employee her dad hired.

Her humiliation, facing the good citizens of Missoula, was witnessed by Kent. Even worse, he'd heard what Belinda and Dana said about her, and then an hour before closing, Brian came into the station and asked her if the new guy working for her had spread her legs yet. He'd actually said those exact words—there was no way Kent would think he misunderstood the meaning.

A cough came from the other end of the trailer. She dropped her arms and cocked her head, listening.

Another cough came, and she recognized who made the sound. She stood. "Dad?"

Going to her dad's bedroom, she peeked her head inside. Her dad sat on the edge of the bed with his work-worn hands planted on his knees. His upper body tensed as he tried to stifle his chest spasms.

Alarmed, she walked to him and sat down on the bed. Putting her hand on his back, her throat closed with concern at the slight vibration under her palm. Frailness had replaced her always robust father.

"Do you need a drink?" She rubbed his back.

He shook his head, his body seized as he tried to stop the cough. Her concern went beyond his struggle with COPD. She worried that his heart wasn't doing a good enough job. That there could be more blockage.

Knowing it was hard for him to exert the energy to hold a conversation while he struggled to keep the all-consuming coughs at bay, she sat with him. He hadn't mentioned he was feeling bad when he'd left work.

But he wouldn't.

He was a strong, stubborn, and proud man. Not one day in her life had she ever seen him admit he was scared, hurting, or pissed off because of the life he'd been dealt with.

Her dad was at an age where he shouldn't be working. He could spend more time in his shed fiddling with his tools and making flower baskets out of wood or teeter-totters for grandchildren—grandchildren she should've given him.

He patted her knee. "I'm...okay."

She leaned against his side and pressed her cheek to his shoulder. He'd given up so much of his life raising her after her mom died giving birth to her stillborn brother. Not once had he complained or hesitated about ending up a single father.

Just like he never paused when she showed up at his door with her belongings in bags and fell apart in his strong arms the night she'd left Josh. He'd welcomed her home and never spoke a word about her decision to get a divorce or judged her, while the town of Missoula had done enough speaking for him.

"I wish you'd see a doctor," she whispered.

He inhaled deeply, testing his lungs before standing up. She watched his complexion pale. His whiskered jawline hardened.

Knowing he wouldn't agree, she expected him not to answer.

"I thought you were gone. I didn't see your truck outside." She stood.

"I got some wood coming," he muttered, grabbing his flannel shirt off the chair in his room and slipping it over his T-shirt.

She fixed the collar for him and added a kiss to his cheek. "I'll stack it."

"No need. Kent's going to do it." Her dad walked out of the bedroom.

The low rumble of her dad's old truck penetrated the thin walls of the trailer. She walked out to the living room and caught sight of Kent pulling the pickup in front of the house. She squinted, studying the full truckload of wood.

So, her dad already trusted Kent to drive his personal vehicle. That surprised her.

The front door opened and closed. She sighed loudly. If her dad would've asked, she could've retrieved the wood from Mr. Langly. She'd done it many times throughout the years.

Not wanting to be beholding to Kent, she went outside. While her dad leaned his arms over the bed of the truck, she picked up the pieces of wood Kent threw to the ground and carried them over to the woodpile to stack.

They worked in silence. Once in a while, Kent broke the evening calmness by saying something to her dad. She kept busy, staying out of their conversation but curious about what he talked about. 

During the work hours, Kent kept to himself, preferring to work in silence than talking her ear off like a lot of the younger men her dad had hired in the past.

She picked up two pieces of wood precariously balancing them in her arms. The sooner the job got done, and Kent went home, she could slip inside, take a shower, and go to bed. Her hunger long gone; she wasn't even planning to eat.

Maybe the skipped meal and extra labor would be her first step toward getting back in shape. She wiped her forehead and glanced at Kent. Could he tell she was overheated and out of breath?

He hadn't broken a sweat and threw the logs to the ground faster than she could stack the woodpile. Though she tried to keep up with him, she failed.

Going by the broad shoulders and muscles bulging in his biceps, Kent had gathered wood before. Her mouth dry, she swallowed. He could probably unload and stack faster alone than with her.

But she wasn't going to let him think he had done the job by himself. 

The wood was for heating the trailer, which they fought to keep warm when temperatures dropped below freezing. Normally, she went and got the wood from Mr. Langly, who had his son load the wood for her. Then, between her and her dad, they took all week to stack the wood.

She pushed up the sleeves of her shirt on the way back to the pickup. Kent jumped to the ground, picked up the last four pieces in one arm, and walked past her. She looked over her shoulder at his back. Seriously, how could someone be in such good shape?

Brushing her hands off on her jeans, she crossed her arms and went to stand beside her dad. Her dad was still pale and exhaled harder than usual.

Kent returned to the truck. Callie's dad shook the man's hand. She stood back, letting the men deal with the job in their own way. It wasn't unusual for one of the employees to do an errand or two for her dad after work. Though they hadn't had an extra employee in over four months.

The awkwardness of having Kent around must be the reason why he made her feel self-conscious. Once the newness wore off, she wouldn't even be aware of him hanging around.

"Have you eaten?" asked her dad.

Callie's heart pounded at the question. Of course, Kent hadn't eaten. He'd gone directly after work to pick up the wood. He wouldn't have had time to eat.

"Going to go do that now." Kent handed the truck keys to her dad. "You have a good evening."

"No use rushing off." Her dad slapped Kent on the shoulder, even though the man was at least six inches taller than her father.

Why hadn't she noticed how tall Kent was before? Her dad was six feet tall. Or, he was before his posture changed over the last few years with his illness.

"Callie?" Her dad looked at her. "Set another plate at the table."

"Nah, that's okay, Mr. Moore," said Kent.

"I insist. It's leftover casserole. One of my favorites." said her dad. "And, call me Ed."

Kent turned his attention to Callie as if to see what she thought about her dad inviting him to eat with them, but replied to her dad. "Okay. Thanks."

Prepared for his answer, she never let her disappointment show. She walked to the house, hoping the living room wasn't resembling a collect-all of her dad's newspapers and his three pairs of boots. 

The mess greeted her inside. She groaned at the lived-in look centered around her dad's La-Z-Boy. Sunday, she'd need to pick up the house on her day off.

She quickly took off her long-sleeved shirt, washed with soap and water clear up to her elbows, and took out the casserole. Turning on the oven, she slid in the dish, not worrying about preheating.

When her dad and Kent came inside, she stayed by the sink and cleaned the few dishes leftover from when she and her dad came over to have lunch during work. It was best to leave the men to themselves.

"You're catching on to how we run the business fairly fast." Her dad huffed as he sat down. "Have you ever pumped gas before?"

"Can't say I have. I was out in the oil fields in my last job."

"Good work. Hard work. What made you leave?"

"The company cut back on the labor crews. I knew it was coming. Several of the wells had been capped over the last year."

"That's a shame," said her dad. "What made you land in Missoula?"

"It's where the road took me."

Callie wiped down the counter, stealing glances at Kent. He sat in the smaller recliner across from her dad. Her recliner.

He looked comfortable, regardless of his bent knees and his shoulders taking up the span of the back cushion. She scrubbed harder.

"No family?" said her dad.

Curious to know the answer, she looked up. She knew nothing about him.

"Not anymore. My dad was a military man, died in 'Nam. Mom...she died a year later. She mistook the signs of cancer for grief. By the time she went to the doctor, it was too late." Kent leaned forward and braced his elbows on his knees.

"Sorry to hear that." Her dad shook his head. "You look old enough to have served. Did you get caught up in the draft?"

"No, to the disappointment of my dad." Kent's voice lowered. "He wanted me to follow in his footsteps, and when I never stepped that way, he hoped the draft would get me and change my mind. I was called up a week after his death, and they gave me a deferment for being the only son."

"Would you have gone?"

"Yes, sir." Kent dipped his chin. "I argued against the favoritism, believing it only came because they lost a good man, a better man than me. But, six months later, they stopped the draft, then the war ended."

"For the best." Her dad grunted. "It's a lonely life without family. I thank God every day I've got Callie to take care of me. She does more than she should, or I want her to do. A woman her age shouldn't be tied down looking after an old man."

Kent looked at her. She turned around, not wanting to be caught eavesdropping on their conversation. There were fifteen more minutes left on the oven timer.

She'd heard her dad wishing things were different many times before. Living with him was her life now. She wouldn't change anything.

She blew out her breath. An uncomfortable pressure built in her chest, knowing more about Kent. She empathized with him losing his parents. That had to be the hardest thing in the world to live through.

Purposely talking to herself to keep from hearing Kent's reply to her dad's praises about her, she walked to her bedroom, gathered her clothes hamper, and started the washer by the back door. Holding onto the washing machine, she let her chin fall to her chest. At one time, she would've found Kent attractive. She would've flirted with him. She had enjoyed her life before she'd gotten married.

The muscles in her neck tensed, and she lifted her shoulders, straining to relax them. The years she spent dating Josh, she'd had the time of her life. There hadn't been a minute of the day she wasn't thinking about him. She'd never experienced such a wide range of emotions.

She wanted to be with him. Only him. There were times she'd forgotten about the world around her, because her mornings, days, nights went to him, whether they were together or not.

When he'd asked her to marry him, she was the happiest she'd ever been. All her dreams for her future were coming true. She wanted nothing more than to love him, start a
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