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  Summary


Can he find love with a man younger than his son?  
Judge Jefferson Hart is hoping for a relaxed summer off while babysitting his grandson. Instead, a captivating young man reads him the riot act about leaving the boy in incapable hands. While Jeff isn’t used to anyone chastising him, the way the man goes about it ignites a dormant longing inside him.
Iggy Sampson has a to-do list a mile long: Take the law school admission test. Find an acceptable school that will give him a scholarship to avoid a crippling amount of student loan debt. Get over the guy who gave him his first kiss and then humiliated him at the tender age of fifteen.
Shrieks outside his temporary home aren’t on that list, but how can he not help the boy cradling his arm? What he hadn’t counted on was the boy’s attractive grandfather. Fireworks have nothing on the crackling between them.
Their attraction grows more every day, bridging the age gap and the fifty yards separating them. But can they give in to their desires without losing their loved ones in the process?
What the Heart Wants is a contemporary age-gap MM romance featuring a hard-working student who’s not afraid to speak his mind, a hot judge who isn’t looking for a new love, and an adorable six-year-old who will melt your heart. 
This stand-alone novel is approximately 89,000 words in length and ends with a happily-ever-after. 
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  Chapter One

Ignatius “Iggy” Sampson
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Screaming. Bloody murder screaming. Loud bloody murder screaming.
Was someone being murdered in the front yard? 
Screams disrupted the peace and quiet I so desperately needed.
I ran from the kitchen to the front door and yanked it open hard enough to almost rip it off the hinges. A boy of about six rolled on the asphalt next to the bicycle that was missing handlebars. Said handlebars lay about a foot away against the curb. 
I jumped off the porch and barreled toward the street. “What happened?” I asked the brown-haired boy with the big blue eyes. His palms had road rash, and he was holding his wrist to his chest. Who was he? Where did he come from?
“I’m Iggy. Can you sit up? Did you hurt your back?” Thankfully, the kid stopped screaming. 
The neighborhood consisted of ten McMansions on a cul-de-sac, and people took the fifteen-mile-an-hour speed limit as a mere suggestion. It wasn’t my goal for either of us to become human speed bumps, so getting out of the road was necessary.
The poor kid was still crying, but he sat up. “I-I-I… My arm hurts.”
Once upon a time I’d wanted to be a doctor until I took my first chemistry class and decided there was no way I could remember all that shit. It was easier to remember words, and words were what the law was about, so I’d found my new calling.
But it didn’t take a doctor to see the kid’s wrist had been injured and there was a long scrape on his forearm. “Think you can stand? Where do you live?” 
With his good hand, he pointed to the large house across the street, a two-story, white brick place with four large columns across the front and a circle drive. It was set back from the road, farther from the street than the Downeys’ house, where I lived in the gardener’s cottage at the back of the property.
I’d moved back to Great Falls for the summer to study for the LSATs and apply to law schools in the area. The peace and quiet I’d been counting on when I rented the cottage was becoming a distant memory. 
“Okay, is anyone home?”
“The babysitter. She’s on the phone with her boyfriend, and I didn’t want to wait to ride my bike.” Well, that answered that. 
Having moved in about an hour ago, I had no idea who lived where, but the babysitter needed to be fired.
I picked up the boy and gently put him down in the yard then got his bike out of the street. One of the training wheels had fallen off as well. If I was guessing right, it was the little guy’s first big-boy bike, and he was anxious to hit the road. I remembered being that kid.
Once I had everything in the yard, I lifted him into my arms and started for the house. “What’s your name?” I asked. 
“Wallace, but only my grandmas and mom call me that. Dad and Grandpa call me Wally. I like it better.” 
I couldn’t blame him. Wallace sounded like a lot to live up to. “Do your grandparents live here?” I walked up the asphalt driveway and around the side of the house, where a young woman of about seventeen sat on the back steps of a screened porch with her face in her cell phone, not paying any attention.
“Grandpa does. Grandma lives in Befesda,” Wally said. I hid the smile at his pronunciation of Bethesda, a city about fifteen miles from Great Falls. He rested his head on my shoulder while he held his left arm to his chest.
I cleared my throat.
“I gotta go, Brett. Be safe but have fun.” The girl ended the call and stared at me with big brown eyes. “What happened?”
“Seems Wally and you had a difference of opinion. You decided to talk to your boyfriend, and he decided it was time to ride his bike in the street. The handlebars and a training wheel came off, and he wrecked it. He needs to go to the doctor. His wrist looks a little swollen.” 
“Oh, no! Judge Hart is gonna kill me.” That was probably an understatement.
“Who’s that?” 
“Judge Jefferson Hart. I’m babysitting for him while Wally is here for the summer. Well, part of it. Then he goes to his grandma’s house in Bethesda. It’s part of my probation.”
This was getting interesting. “Probation for what?” 
“Shopli—None of your damn business.” Her face flamed at her slip.
Wally pointed at her. “Swear jar!”
I couldn’t hold the laugh. “Well, sticky fingers, you better call the judge and tell him you’re taking Wally to the emergency room, and he should meet you there. Where’s your car? I’ll put him in the booster so he’s not too jostled.”
There wasn’t a car in the driveway, but a bike was parked near the detached garage. That wasn’t good.
“My parents took my car away. All I have is my bike.” I was afraid of that.
I sighed, the beginnings of a powerful headache on the horizon. “Is there a booster seat anywhere around?” The little guy whimpered, and tears filled his eyes. His wrist was swelling quickly.
“Uh, I think there’s one in the garage.” She jetted off to the white clapboard garage.
“Let’s go get an ice pack, champ.” I walked up the three steps, opened the screen door, and stepped into the large white kitchen. I opened the left door of the side-by-side refrigerator, but no luck.
I couldn’t rummage around with Wally in my arm, so I put him on the counter. “Don’t move.”
When I didn’t find an ice pack, I grabbed the towel from the oven door and filled it with ice, then tied the ends to make a half-assed ice pack. “Okay, hold your arm out and let’s put this on.”
His blue eyes filled with tears. 
“I’m sorry it hurts. Hang on.” 
I found another towel and made a little sling so I could put the ice inside it over his wrist. “How’s that?” He reached up with his right hand and wiped his eyes, sniffing and nodding. The gravel imbedded in his palms would require professional help.
“How do I call your grandpa?” 
The screen door slammed, and the sitter came inside with a dusty booster seat that looked like it was too small for Wally, but in a pinch, it was better than nothing.
“What’s your name?” 
The girl hesitated to answer, then swallowed. “Chloe Holmes.”
“Chloe, call the judge. They won’t treat Wally at the hospital without his father, mother, or grandfather there to sign off. I’m going to go get my car and put the seat in it, and I’ll drive you two there.” 
I wagged my finger at Wally, my eyebrow raised with the authority of a stranger. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back, and we’ll get all this taken care of. Here, put your hand in here on the ice pack to stop the stinging.”
As instructed, he tucked his hand inside and placed it on the towel. I rushed out the screen door with the booster seat, looked both ways—I didn’t want to get run over—and crossed the road. I ran into my cottage and locked the front door, grabbed my keys and ran through the kitchen and out the back to my grandma’s old white sedan. 
I secured the seat in the back, and then I got into the car and backed out of my driveway and into the large driveway across the street. When I stepped into the kitchen, Chloe was on the phone.
“The guy across the street is taking us,” Chloe said. “I don’t know.” She swung her gaze to me. “What’s your name?”
“Iggy Sampson. I’m renting the Downeys’ gardener’s cottage for the summer. We’ll meet him at Fairfax INOVA. Now, hang up and get in the damn car.” 
“Swear jar,” Wally said. 
I reached into the front pocket of my jorts and pulled out four quarters from my earlier trip to the laundromat in town and slammed them on the counter.
“Let’s go, champ.” I picked him up and raced out to the car, where I attempted to fasten Wally in. Apparently, I didn’t know what the hell I was doing because he scrambled out of it, a pained scowl on his face.
“That’s not right. Ick. It’s dirty.”
“I know.” I grabbed a clean T-shirt from my laundry basket I hadn’t taken into the cottage yet and wiped off the seat. I adjusted the seat belt to his specification and then lifted him into it and fastened it over him. Once I was sure he was secure, I closed the door.
“Chloe,” I yelled. 
She whizzed by me on her bike and waved without looking back. “Good luck!” She made a right at the end of the driveway, and she was gone.
Well, fuck me sideways. There were so many ways this could go to hell, and I couldn’t think straight. Seriously? She left that little boy with someone she doesn’t even know? 
Judge Jefferson Hart’s judgment had to be questionable if he trusted that idiot with his grandson. What a fucking mess!






  
  Chapter Two

Jeff
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“How’s it going, Jeff?” 
Amy Trumble, one of my fellow family court judges, held the doors of the elevator open for me as I returned from getting a cup of coffee and a sandwich at the food court downstairs in the courthouse. 
“I’ve got Wally for the next six weeks while Lucas and Bethany move back to the area and go on their babymoon to Greece. I had to blackmail Rhonda Holmes’s daughter into babysitting for me because my housekeeper is gone for the summer to see her grandkids in Ottawa.” 
Joanna Zwicki, my housekeeper and cook, had told me while I was off over the summer and had Wally with me, she’d take the time off and go visit her family. She planned to return after Wally went to spend the rest of the summer with his grandmother, my ex-wife, Jeni. 
“Wow, I still can’t believe you’re a grandfather, Jeff. Time flies, doesn’t it?” Amy had a point there.
Nodding, I stepped off the elevator and headed down the hallway to my chambers. My phone rang in my pants pocket. I pulled it out. Uh-oh, my home landline “Marilyn, I’m back!” I called out through the door connecting their office to my chambers and answered. “Hello?”
“Judge Hart, it’s me, Chloe. It’s not my fault because Wally wouldn’t listen to me when I said he had to wait. He needs to go to the… I mean, I was talking to Brett. See, he’s on vacation with his parents in Cape May, but I was definitely keeping my eye on Wally until he—”
“Wait, Chloe, what happened?”
“The guy said Wally hurt his arm and needs to go to the hospital.” 
My heart flew into my throat. “What hospital? What guy?”
“I don’t know.” She mumbled words I couldn’t understand. Then, Chloe asked, “What’s your name?”
“Iggy Sampson. I’m renting the Downeys’ gardener’s cottage for the summer. We’ll meet him at Fairfax INOVA. Now, hang up and get in the damn car.”
It’s definitely a man’s voice, but what the hell? I was going to wring her damn neck when I found her. “I’m on my way, but Chloe, you and I have a problem.”
I ended the call and opened the door between my chambers and the outer office. My clerk, Marilyn, was eating at her desk while Sherry, my administrative assistant, was at lunch. 
“Marilyn, what do I have this afternoon? I have a family emergency.”
“Uh…” She pulled up the docket for my courtroom on her computer and scrolled for several seconds. “Nothing I can’t reschedule with a few calls. Go. I’ll tell Sherry when she returns.” 
Thank god for good people. Marilyn Stenson had been my predecessor’s clerk and had graciously agreed to stay on when I was appointed. She, in turn, had known an administrative assistant who had been looking for a job with a less hectic schedule, and Sherry Newton had come into my life. Again… lucky.
“Thank you, Marilyn. I’ll call you later to let you know about tomorrow.” I grabbed my jacket off the hanger behind the door and rushed down the hallway to the stairwell of the parking garage, too impatient to wait for the elevator. Thankfully, my SUV was parked near the exit.
The hospital was only five miles away, but with noon-time traffic, it would still take about twenty minutes to get there. From my house in Great Falls, it would take at least half an hour. I wasn’t sure if my nerves could hold out that long.
I glanced at the speedometer. Damn, I was doing fifteen over the limit, which qualified as careless and reckless driving if I got stopped by a cop. “It’s only an injured arm—maybe it’s not broken. How the hell could he break his arm on a twelve-inch kids’ bike? Who the fuck is the stranger with my grandson? If Wally isn’t at the emergency room, I’m going to snatch the bleached blonde hair out of Chloe’s head.”
Great, now I was going five miles faster than before. My grandson was missing, as far as I was concerned, and someone was going to pay.
Without thinking, I took the ramp onto eastbound 66, and as usual, it looked like a parking lot. “Idiot!”

      [image: image-placeholder]An eternity later, I pulled into the parking lot of INOVA Fairfax Hospital and finally found the emergency entrance. I ran inside and turned right, but a huge guard stepped in front of me. 
“You need to sign in, sir.”
I didn’t like using my occupation, but… “I’m looking for my grandson. He was brought in with a broken arm, I think. I’m Judge Hart. I’m a family court judge, and I need to find my grandson.”
Clearly, I didn’t impress the guard. He marched me right back to the reception desk. “Identification, please.” The lady was probably eighty, but I’d be there some day, so I pulled my wallet from my back pocket and gave her my driver’s license. I thumbed my Virginia Bar card. No, better not be a prick.
“And your grandson’s name?”
“Wallace Hart.” 
The woman pecked it into the computer—one letter at a time—and finally, she lifted her trifocals and smiled. “Wally Hart?”
“One and the same,” I answered a little more rudely than I should have.
She wrote something on a nametag and handed it to me along with my driver’s license. “He’s down the hall behind curtain three with your son. They’re going to put a brace on his wrist and send him home. Luckily, it wasn’t broke.” 
My son was packing up his life in Manhattan, where he worked as an assistant district attorney, and moving back to Maryland to work for the U.S. Attorney’s Office in Baltimore. Lucas wasn’t behind that curtain, and I couldn’t wait to see who was. They were going to receive a very loud piece of my mind.
I pulled the hospital-blue drape back and stepped inside. My grandson was on the bed while a young guy with curly blond hair pulled back with a white bandanna sat next to him. He was wearing cut-off shorts and a ratty T-shirt with a pair of sneakers that had seen better days.
He was telling Wally a story, and my grandson was as riveted as I’d ever seen him before. “What’s this I hear about a sprained wrist?”
They both jumped. A big grin crossed over Wally’s sweet face. He was such a joy.
The man stood, and damn, he was a tall drink of water. Probably six feet three inches and muscular but not bulky. And damn handsome, too. Wow, he’s a tasty snack. What?
“I’m guessing you’re the grandfather?” the man said, his voice deep and steady.
I nodded. “I’m Jeff—” 
“I know your name. I just don’t think you have the sense to come in out of the rain if you thought that idiot was responsible enough to care for your grandson. What? He infringes on your time smoking cigars and drinking scotch with your cronies, so you grab the first sticky-fingered teenage girl you can bully into watching him?”
Damn! He was an opinionated shit—a tall and good-looking one with green eyes like spring grass. 
“I’ll have you know that Chloe Holmes is a responsible young woman who has babysat for children in her neighborhood for several years. She made a mistake, and I—this is none of your damn business. Who are you, anyway?”
“Iggy Sampson, Judge Hart. Forgive me for pulling you away from your big, important job, but I didn’t have a choice. You’re Wally’s next of kin, and they need permission to treat him.”
I exhaled. The two of us sniping at each other wouldn’t help Wally. “I’m sorry for yelling at you, Iggy. Thank you for bringing Wally to the emergency room. Where’s Chloe, by the way?”
He seemed to soften a bit, which was a step in the right direction. “She took off before I even had Wally settled in the booster seat. They’re waiting for you to sign some papers, so I’ll go get the nurse,” Iggy said, his voice still hard…and deep…and sexy.
I stepped closer to the bed. “Does it hurt?” I took the chair where Iggy had been sitting. 
Wally’s hand was already bruising, and little bits of gravel were embedded in both palms. His wrist was covered in a clear inflatable brace. Lucas was never going to let me hear the end of it, and Bethany? I’d be lucky if I walked away with my nuts. 
“What happened, sweetie?”
“I wanted to ride my new bike. Chloe said we could go after lunch, and then she started talking to her boyfriend and wouldn’t take me. I was just gonna ride on the driveway until she was ready, but the training wheel came off and then the handlebars wouldn’t turn right. I couldn’t stop before I was in the street. The handlebars came off and I fell on my wrist. It hurt until the nurse gave me something purple.”
A nurse—Jill, as I read on her nametag—came inside, smiling. “I’m sorry for the confusion, Mr. Hart. I thought that young man was your son, not your neighbor. Anyway, we x-rayed Wally’s wrist and it’s not broken. It’s sprained, so after we get the gravel out of both of his palms and take care of that scrape under his forearm, we’ll fit him for a brace he’ll need to wear for a couple of weeks. He can take it off to shower. You can sign the consent form, and we’ll get the tech in here to fit him for the brace, so you can take him home. He should be fine with ibuprofen drops for the pain for a couple of days. You’ll need to take him to an ortho in a couple of weeks to have it checked out, and they’ll probably say he’s fine without the brace.”
“Can you ask Mr. Sampson to come back in?”
“Oh, the man with Wally? He left.” She touched Wally’s right hand and walked out.
Great. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Wally and I got back to my house around five. I stopped at an ice cream shop and picked up a couple of pints of his favorites with a promise to order pizza when we got home. 
When we left the hospital, Jill handed me a large blue bag. “Mr. Sampson left this for you at the desk.”
When I opened it, I found the booster seat from the previous summer when Wally and Lucas had come to visit for a week. Bethany had been teaching summer school in Brooklyn, and Lucas had had a case before the DC Superior Court, so he and Wally had stayed with me, and I’d helped Lucas with trial prep. 
The time with them had been enjoyable, especially without Bethany, who didn’t like me at all. The feeling was definitely mutual.
When Lucas called to ask if Jeni and I would split the summer hosting Wally this year, I’d jumped at the chance. I was looking forward to having the little guy around, but I had the rest of the week scheduled with cases to get through, and then I had five wonderful weeks with my grandson.
After I took Wally out of his booster seat, we went inside. While I put the ice cream in the freezer, he rushed through the house. I took off my jacket, unloaded my pants pockets, and went in search of my grandson. I found him in the living room, kneeling on the couch Jeni hadn’t wanted, eyes fixed on the front picture window.
I sat down next to him and moved the curtains. The opinionated man from across the street was carrying out collapsed boxes for the recycle pick-up the next morning. Chloe had mentioned Iggy had just moved in. It was only right to invite him over for dinner, wasn’t it?
“Maybe we can invite your friend over for pizza? He was nice enough to take care of you when you fell. I’m really sorry your bike wasn’t put together right, but I’ll fix it tonight, I promise,” I said.
“Can I go invite him?” Wally asked, ready to jump to the task. I took his right hand and let him out the front door and across the street. 
The Downeys—Brenda and Frank—were nice older people but persnickety about everything. They’d both been in academics, Frank as a physics professor at George Washington University in DC, and Brenda had been the head of the literature department at Georgetown University. They didn’t bother me, and I didn’t bother them.
We walked to the cottage behind the large house, and I let Wally ring the bell. When the door opened, there stood Iggy Sampson, or as I thought of him when I was alone, my smart-mouthed wet dream.






  
  Chapter Three

Iggy
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The ringing of my doorbell startled me. I was making up my bed and sweating my ass off because the air conditioning wasn’t big enough to cool the whole place. It was only May, and I’d need to get a window unit for my bedroom if I was ever going to sleep. The rent I was paying was so meager I couldn’t complain to the Downeys about the shitty HVAC system.
Wiping my brow, I went to the front door. My new buddy, Wally, and his grandfather, the sexy judge who I was sure hated my guts after the reaming I had given him at the hospital, stood on the steps. I had let my temper get ahead of me and had spoken my mind, which was going to be my downfall someday.
“Mister—Judge Hart, sir. I owe you an apology for the way I spoke to you earlier. I made a snap judgment, which was unfair, and I hope you can forgive me. Is there something I can do for you?” I glanced down at Wally, “Champ, you okay?” 
Hopefully, the guy’s not going to beat the shit out of me or have my ass locked up for the way I’d spoken to him. I was worried about the boy and pissed at the babysitter for leaving him alone with me. I shouldn’t have taken it out on Judge Hart.
Wally slung his arms around my right leg. He wasn’t tall enough to reach my waist. His left arm was fitted with a brace in the burgundy-and-gold of the Washington Commanders. His hand and forearm were bandaged, as was his right hand. That was from the road rash the little guy had suffered. 
I hugged him in return. “You okay? You need me to fix your bike?”
The judge laughed, which was a surprise. “I’m afraid I’ll have to work on his bike tomorrow night. I haven’t put one together in so long, and I wasn’t as careful doing it as I should have been. I feel like an idiot for not making sure it was ready for him to ride. We wanted to ask if you’d like to come over for pizza.”
“Come over, please. I wanna show you my room. Grandpa redid it and made it so cool,” Wally whispered into my ear, and I was powerless to resist. 
The combination of Wally and his sexy grandfather had me pinned. “Uh, sure. I’ll take a quick shower and be over in a few if that’s okay.”
Judge Hart nodded. Wally stepped back and the two of them hurried back to their house. 
I closed the door and headed to the bathroom, where I turned the shower on cold. Even though I’d yelled at the man in public and in front of his grandson, he’d invited me to come over for pizza. The least I could do was not stink.
The man was extremely handsome and the way he interacted with his grandson was damn sweet. It was obvious he loved the boy very much. Pretty crazy that an older man could get me going like he did, but damn, I’d never met a guy like Judge Hart.

      [image: image-placeholder]I grabbed the six-pack of beer in my fridge, taking the chance the judge might be a beer-and-pizza guy like me. How ridiculous of me to think we had anything in common, but I appreciated the invite, and I was going to be courteous.
The bike was gone from the front yard where I’d left it. Lights shown from behind the house, so I went around the garage to the patio. Soft instrumental music played through speakers I couldn’t see, and a few tiki torches were lit around the perimeter.
Judge Hart and Wally were sitting at the picnic table, playing a card game. I loved to play games with my late grandfather, but he’d looked nothing like Jefferson Hart.
“Hello there, Hart men,” I greeted them as I walked into the backyard.
Wally hopped up from the table and hugged me around my legs. I put down the six-pack of beer and ruffled his hair. “How’s the arm, champ?”
“It’s good, Iggy. Grandpa said people can sign my brace. Will you be the first?”
The little guy handed me a silver marker his grandpa had probably found somewhere for him. I uncapped it and gently took Wally’s arm. “Okay, but you can’t make me put more money in the swear jar for what I write.” 
Judge Hart laughed, too. “He’s a hawk on that swear jar. I didn’t know I needed one until he got here.”
I printed a message on his cast.
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The judge leaned forward to read my message, chuckling and winking at me. “Thanks for everything you did for him. I have cold beer. Would you like one?”
“Oh, sure, Judge.” I offered the beer I’d brought, and he took it with a grin. Damn, that man is fine.
“Please, call me Jeff. I’ll be right back.”
When the sexy man walked into the house, my gaze focused on that juicy ass in a pair of gray slacks. He was exactly my type… bubble ass with thick legs. He had a little belly I wanted to run my tongue over, but the man exuded strength, authority, and confidence. Those were traits I was lacking and admired in those I met. I owed him another apology for how I’d spoken to him at the hospital. It was disrespectful to say the least.
I wasn’t usually rude. My parents didn’t hate each other, and I didn’t hate either of them. They’d civilly decided that they’d fallen out of romantic love, but they still cared about each other, which was a relief for my brother and me. Where the yelling at the man had come from, I was still trying to figure out.
My father was a doctor—a heart surgeon—which was a big influence when I was considering training to be a doctor so I could follow in his footsteps. Raymond Sampson was a titan in his field, and I wanted to be admired as much as I thought he was by his colleagues. Things didn’t exactly go that way for me, but I didn’t regret my decision not to become Dad’s mini-me.
My mother, Lena, was an administrator at a Montessori school. Based on the stories Mom told us about her days when we sat around the dinner table, I’d decided I had no desire to become a teacher from an early age.
A few years ago, my father had taken a job as the head of thoracic medicine at a small hospital in Richmond while Mom had retired and moved to eastern Tennessee… a place I chose not to visit often because queers weren’t exactly welcomed. We’d all moved on, and when I’d finally made up my mind to go to law school, I was happy to come back to the area with no horrible memories haunting me from my childhood.
When the handsome judge left us, I sat down next to Wally. “Still in pain?”
The little guy giggled. “Naw. Grandpa gave me some purple stuff on my tongue, and it don’t hurt at all.”
I grinned at him. “You want me to take a look at your bike sometime? I dropped my voice to a whisper. “I won’t tell your grandpa.”
“I don’t wanna make him sad, but he didn’t do a good job the first time. He said it was a long time since he did it. Maybe you can come over tomorrow after we go to court? It’s in the garage.”
“You’re going to court?”
“I getta go to his court with him. Miss Marilyn is gonna watch me. We packed up a bunch of stuff for me to take with us in the morning.” God the kid was adorable.
“That sounds exciting.” I gestured at the cards on the table. They were playing War, I was guessing. “So, who’s winning?”
“I’m just learnin’ how to play some card games from Grandpa. Mom and Dad don’t have time to teach me stuff like this, so I asked Grandpa. It’s gonna get worser when the baby comes.” Wally’s sweet face took on a grumpy expression.
“Maybe not. I have a little brother who goes to college in Indiana, and we were best buds growing up. As his big brother, I get to tease him and make fun of him, and he still complains about it, but there’s nothing he can do.” 
Ian was a great guy. He and I used to get into trouble all the time, and I was proud of the man he was becoming. He’d probably have more sense than to go yelling at a judge.
The screen door opened, and Judge Hart came outside carrying a plastic bucket with bottle necks sticking out of ice. If he didn’t have an ice bucket, he’d made a hell of an attempt at improvising.
“I wish it was a brother. I’m gettin’ a sister,” Wally said, his voice a little whiny.
“Oh, wow! You’ll be her hero.” 
The sexy man placed the bucket on the table and pulled out a bottle, dried it with the towel from over his shoulder. He screwed off the top and put it in front of me. He then did the same for himself.
“See. I told you it’ll be great having a little sister,” Jeff said to Wally. Apparently, the impending arrival of Wally’s little sister was a common topic of discussion.
“You and Aunt Sueann don’t like each other.”
Jeff looked a bit shocked at the boy’s comment. “Your father should learn to keep his mouth shut.” He turned to me. “Sueann is my former sister-in-law. I have two older sisters who are scattered around the country.”
I chuckled and held up my hands. “No judgment here.”
“Okay, men, what kind of pizza do we want?” 
“Cheese,” Wally answered.
“Anything but anchovies and green olives, please,” I said.
Jeff pulled up an app on his phone. “Small cheese pizza and large supreme. It’ll be here in a half hour.”
Wally looked at me. “Can you help me beat him? He’s really good.”
Jeff winked at the boy. “I’ve been playing a lot longer than you, bud. Okay, Iggy. You deal.”
I picked up the cards and shuffled them, then let Wally cut the deck. “So, you’re a judge? You send a lot of people to jail?” I smirked at Jeff.
Wally giggled while Jeff gave me a lopsided grin. “Only the bad boys…and girls. Actually, I’m a family court judge. Juvenile and domestic relations cases. On occasion, I get to sign off on adoptions, which are my favorite cases.”
His emphasis on bad boys made my dick perk up and listen, which was stupid. Obviously, the man had been married and divorced. It didn’t seem he’d remarried because there weren’t signs of a woman in the house. He probably didn’t swing my way, but a boy could dream.
“Is Wally’s dad your only child?”
Jeff nodded. “We couldn’t have children of our own. Jeni suffered from female problems and had three miscarriages before we gave up. One of my bosses, who has since passed away, suggested we look into adoption. We thought about it for a while, and finally decided to pursue it, hoping for a baby like every young couple does in the beginning. Thankfully, that wasn’t the path we were meant to walk.
“We met Lucas at a picnic for foster kids. My friend and his wife had been foster parents for years and invited us to the picnic to learn more about the program. Lucas was seven at the time, and he looked just like Wally right now. Jeni didn’t want to leave him that day, but of course, they don’t just let you take home a child as you would a puppy. We went through all the proper channels on an expedited basis, and a month later, we became foster parents for Lucas. A year after that, we were proud and thrilled to adopt him.” 
Judge Hart gathered his cards in a stack and placed them in front of him on the table. He took a sip of his beer before speaking again. 
“A couple of years later, we considered adopting another child, but Lucas was a handful in the beginning, and he needed all our love and attention because he had a rough childhood before he was removed from his parents’ custody, so we settled on just him.” Jeff smiled. He looked happy they’d taken the plunge.
“That’s beautiful. I have a little brother, as we grew up over on River Bend. My folks decided to go their separate ways when Ian and I were in high school, so we lived with Mom until we both graduated. After that, she and Dad sold the house, and Mom moved to Reston near the school where she worked as an administrator until she retired and moved to Tennessee. I think there might have been a man involved in that decision.”
“Where’d you go to college?” Jeff asked.
“UVA. After graduation, I moved to Richmond for almost four years to live with my father and work as a paralegal at a law firm to save money for law school. I’m preparing for the LSATs and getting ready to apply to schools for the winter semester next year. I’ve also gotta find a job to pay for law school. My folks were only up to paying for undergrad.”
“Are you thinking about going to school around here, or did you just come back for the summer because you feel comfortable? No judgment because that, I understand completely. Law school is a stress inducer, only to be outdone by getting ready for law school.”
That wasn’t exactly what I’d wanted to hear, but it wasn’t anything I didn’t already know. At least if I fucked something up, nobody would die—unlike if I went to medical school.
“That’s what I’ve heard. I’m applying to Mason, Georgetown, and Wash U, but I could only go to those last two if I get a scholarship or win the lottery. The scholarships usually go to the brainiacs right out of prelaw, and at twenty-five, I’ve accepted that my chances of getting one are zilch.”
“How’d you get the place from Brenda and Frank?” Jeff asked. “They mentioned tearing it down last fall when they asked me to look at the roof in the kitchen. It was leaking after a rainstorm.” 
“My mom knows them. Their oldest daughter and my mom were in the same sorority at Vanderbilt. Luanne talked Brenda into letting me rent the place for next to nothing, and in exchange for the break on the rent, I agreed to help them with the yard work, store trips, stuff like that.”
“Their backyard is huge. You’ve got your hands full with that, and I’m sure Brenda will be on the back porch telling you what to do,” Jeff said. I had no doubt. Mom had already warned me the woman was damn picky.
Jeff’s phone buzzed, and he checked the screen. “Pizza’s here. Wally, go wash your hands… uh, hand.”
I stood from the bench. “I’ll help him and get some plates if you tell me where they are.”
“Cabinet to the right of the stove has paper plates. Make yourself at home, Iggy.”
I doubted his comment meant I could climb naked into his bed. While the idea was tempting, it seemed logical that would land my ass in jail.






  
  Chapter Four

Jeff
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“Thirty and fifteen… here ya go.” I gave the delivery girl the money for the pizza.
I needed to call Rhonda Holmes about Chloe’s disappearing act earlier. 
Obviously, I couldn’t count on her to watch Wally for the rest of the week, so I’d find a camp for him, which was probably a good idea anyway, though I’d have to find one that he could enjoy with a sprained wrist. Hanging out with his grandpa wouldn’t be fun for a six-year-old. He needed more to do than watch me putter around the house.
I carried the pizzas to the kitchen but stopped at Iggy’s voice. “Did the doctor at the hospital tell you not to get your hands dirty until these scratches heal? They’ll get better pretty quick, but you don’t want to get them infected. Oh, and what about the brace? Do you have to put a plastic bag over it when you take a bath or shower?”
The doctor had said Wally could take off the brace when he took a shower, but he was to put it back on immediately after he dried off. He’d acted as though Wally wasn’t even there, which I hadn’t liked. My grandson was an intelligent, compassionate little boy. He knew how to follow directions, and the respectful way in which Iggy was speaking with him brought a grin to my face.
“Okay, men. Come outside when you’re ready. I’m not waiting for you either.” They both laughed. Iggy was a good kid. I had to keep thinking of him as a kid, or my cock would follow him around like a puppy dog.
A second later, they both came outside, Iggy having pulled the top of his blond curls back in a puffball ponytail, making his green eyes easier to see. Someone could get very lost in those eyes…
I pulled out two slices of cheese pizza for Wally and put them on a paper plate. I opened his fruit juice bottle and stuck a straw in it, then I turned to Iggy. He was staring at Wally with a gentle smile that warmed my heart.
“When are the LSATs?” I asked.
“June 8 and 9. If I don’t do well, I can take them again in August. I’ve been studying since January, and I think I’m ready. Hell, I hope I am.” 
“I’d quiz you, but I don’t remember shi—anything from law school. I have to research case law when I write orders. Well, I have Marilyn do it sometimes, but I still know my way around a law library.”
“Miss Marilyn is Grandpa’s clerk. She’s nice,” Wally said, which was a huge compliment to Marilyn. My grandson was hard to win over, though it didn’t seem Iggy had much trouble making the grade.
“If you have any questions, call me on my cell. I’ll let you talk to Marilyn.” I handed him my phone, and he tapped in his information. A phone rang from behind him. Iggy grabbed it and stopped the annoying sound, handing back my device.
“Thanks, Judge.”
The three of us devoured the pizzas, Wally eating half of the cheese pizza on his own. Wally had hardly eaten anything since he got to my place over the weekend, which might have something to do with my son’s newly adopted clean-eating regimen. 
I let Lucas make dinner on Saturday night, and I could honestly say I wasn’t a fan of his raw-food diet. It was easy to see Wally wasn’t either, so I’d lied to my son when I said the meal was good and I’d feed Wally similarly.
Bethany had sent along a list of foods they didn’t want Wally to have, which had gone promptly into the trash. Without a medical reason for keeping him away from cooked foods, what was wrong with making him chicken chunks with real chicken baked in the oven or a grilled cheeseburger? I watched my diet, too, but indulging in ice cream on occasion was part of being a kid, and I already had it in the freezer. 
Once we finished eating pizza, we all pitched in to clean up and went inside. I got Iggy and myself another beer and pulled out the ice cream from the freezer for Wally. I put a scoop of chocolate fudge into a dish and set him up at the island.
“What other ice cream do you like?” Iggy asked as he sat next to my grandson.
“Mom and Dad only let me have frozen yogurt for a treat, but Grandpa gets me ice cream, and we don’t tell anybody.” 
Iggy laughed as he bumped Wally’s shoulder. “It’s fun to have a secret, isn’t it?” My grandson grinned and nodded.
The two talked about some superhero movie involving turtles that had just come out while Wally finished his dessert. As a good boy, he carried his bowl to the sink, but he was dragging his feet. Even with the little blast of sugar, he must have been tired. It had been quite a day.
“Okay, Wally. Shower time,” I went to the cabinet and grabbed a plastic trash bag to wrap his brace. It was too soon to take it off, so we’d cover it for the first night.
I turned to Iggy. “I’ll be back… unless you need to go. I’m not sure, uh…” Yeah, I was babbling like a damn fool.
“Oh, no worries. I need to go anyway. I’m still unpacking my place. Thanks for dinner, Judge. Wally, my friend, I’ll see you around. Brenda has a bike in the garage, so I’ll ask to borrow it if you wanna go for a bike ride some evening once your wrist is feeling better.” He winked at my grandson, who tried to wink in return but didn’t get it exactly right. It was cute to see him try, though. 
“I’ll call you on Grandpa’s phone.” Wally hugged Iggy around his hips and took off upstairs while I walked the handsome young man to the door.
“You’re his new hero, Iggy. I can’t thank you enough for what you did today. It means a lot to me, so thank you again.” I meant every word. Iggy’s face flushed a soft pink. My breath caught for the first time in quite a while. 
“He’s really a great kid. His wrist will heal quickly,” Iggy said.
I nodded, not sharing with him how much I dreaded telling his parents and my ex-wife about the accident. None of them had much faith in my ability to care for a six-year-old boy. Unfortunately, I’d given them the fodder to support their assumption.

      [image: image-placeholder]Six in the morning came way too early. I pulled my old body out of bed and went into the bathroom to do my business, then dressed in shorts, a T-shirt, and running shoes. 
In my home office, I had a fancy treadmill with a video monitor so I could run anywhere I wanted, virtually. Winters in Virginia weren’t the best time for outdoor running, and I couldn’t leave Wally alone while I went for a run outside like usual.
I opened the blinds, letting the sun in, and turned on the treadmill, selecting a run in the hills of Norway. After a slow warm-up, I settled in with a nice pace and glanced out the window. The sun was coming up, but then something caught my eye. 
My new neighbor was slowly stretching his long, lithe body using a large maple tree for balance.
Iggy was wearing a loose tank top and running shorts that highlighted his long legs and the most gorgeous ass I’d ever seen. He had his hair pulled up on top of his head. I generally wasn’t a fan of long hair on a guy, but all those blond curls mesmerized me. They were like ringlets of light around two grass-green eyes.
“And you better stop thinking like that, you idiot. He’s younger than your son.”
My sexuality was fluid. Much closer to bi than straight. But I wasn’t attracted to every guy just because he had a dick, just like I wasn’t attracted to every woman because she had lady parts. It was more the person. It didn’t hurt if they were good looking, but I was more interested in what was inside. How they looked at the world and the depth of their empathy for those around them were more important to me than anything.
After Jeni and I decided we had nothing in common any longer, she’d opted to leave because she was tired of the large house we’d bought when I was invited to become a partner at my old law firm in DC. I loved the house, though it was pretty big for one guy. All my memories of Lucas’s childhood lived there, and I couldn’t imagine leaving them behind.
“You’re watching a movie while you run? Can I do that?”
Wally stood in the doorway of my office with his hair going in all directions and a sleepy smile. It was only six thirty, which was too early for a little guy to be up.
“Did I wake you?” I slowed the treadmill for my cooldown.
“No. I wanted to be ready to go to work with you.” 
I powered off the treadmill, grabbed the towel over the bar, and dried my neck and face. “We’ve got plenty of time. I don’t have a case until nine, so how about I make you some pancakes?”
I lifted Wally and he wrapped his little arms around my neck and rested his head on my shoulder. I walked downstairs and started the coffee I’d set up the previous night, then I set him on a stool at the island.
“Orange or apple?” I asked.
“Apple, please.”
I poured him some juice and assembled the ingredients for pancakes. My usual breakfast was Greek yogurt with granola, but mostly because I was too lazy to cook for myself. With Wally around, I didn’t mind it so much.
“Grandpa, do you lock the garage while you’re gone to work?”
Huh, that was an odd question. Oh right, his bike. Though now it was in pieces because my dumbass had thought I could put it together without reading the instructions.
“Yeah, bud. Look, I’m sorry about not putting your bike together properly. I should have had the guy do it at the store. I’ll fix it tonight when we get home from work,” I said. I felt like an idiot about it, but like I told him as I tried to put it together on Sunday after Lucas left, I hadn’t put together a bike since his dad was a little boy. Things were a lot easier then—on many fronts.
“No, no. Just don’t lock the door. It’ll be fine.” 
I lived in a pretty safe neighborhood, so I didn’t worry when I forgot to lock the door to the detached garage. Was Wally up to something? 

      [image: image-placeholder]“Let’s set you up over here by the couch. You want cartoons?” I asked Wally when we arrived at my chambers. I only had three hearings that day, which was my usual Monday schedule. Marilyn was great about letting me ease into the week. Fridays were low-key as well.
“Good morning, Judge. Mini-Judge,” Sherry said when she brought in the mail.  
Wally giggled and waved as he unpacked his little backpack. “Hi, Miss Sherry.”
Sherry grinned. “You sure he’s okay in here? What if you need to have a meeting in chambers?”
“Uh, call and see if one of
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