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For my Boomer.

The best red Merle Australian Shepard ever.

A year without you, and I’m still not okay.
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Malaphor : An idiom blend: an error in which two similar figures of speech are merged, producing an often-nonsensical result.
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Chapter One


Missy
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“You’re coming.”

I pressed the phone against my shoulder to keep it to my ear and tossed a treat to Bandit. “No, I’m actually not, Shelby. I have things I need to do today.” I placed the lid to the treat jar back on and shuffled into the living room.

“Like what?” Shelby demanded. “I know you’re not working today.”

“So if I’m not working, that means I have all the time in the universe?”

“World,” Shelby laughed. “You have all the time in the world if you’re not working.”

“Wrong,” I drawled. “I have things I need to do today and can’t come to the reopening of Chicken Biscuit.”

“Is it because of Charlie?” Shelby asked softly.

“Who?” I laughed. I flopped on the couch and kicked my feet up on the ottoman. “I don’t know who you are talking about.”

“Charlie Beck, Missy. The guy who you were hooking up with, and then you guys broke up, and it broke your heart, but you didn’t tell him it hurt because why would you tell anyone what you’re actually feeling, right?”

“Oh, him,” I muttered. “I haven’t seen him in months, Shelby. That is all water under the bridge. He’s busy building his chicken empire, and I’m,” I looked around my small apartment, “living the good life with Bandit.” More like surviving and growing a tiny human in my stomach, but no one knew that besides Bandit, and he wasn’t telling anyone.

“Bandit is a good boy, Missy, but I think you need a little bit more in your life than a dog,” she reasoned.

I rolled my eyes and leaned forward to pull a dog bone poking me in the back that had been buried in the couch by Bandit. “I have you and Wilder,” I muttered. I tossed the dog bone to Bandit, and he leaped to catch it. “And have you not heard the saying dogs are people’s best friend?”

“Man’s best friend, Missy.”

“Whatever,” I mumbled. “I’m good, Shelby.”

“You know this is a big day for Wilder, too, right? He is part owner of Chicken Biscuit.” 

How could I forget? Wilder had saved the day for Charlie and Chicken Biscuit. Though he had also made things ten times more stressful for Charlie, and Charlie broke up with me because he couldn’t deal with the restaurant and me, apparently. I was the thing he had to let go of so he could focus on Chicken Biscuit.

“Will Wilder be wearing one of those white paper Chicken Biscuit hats today?” I asked.

“Only the cooks wear those, Missy.”

“Oh, well, then I don’t think I can make it.”

“The only way you will come is if I have Wilder wear one of those hats?” she laughed. “You know he would never wear one of those.”

I leaned back into the couch and smiled. “I hope you have a great time at the reopening, Shelby, but if Wilder isn’t in one of those hats, then there isn’t anything there for me.”

“You’re crazy,” she laughed. 

No, I was smart. I knew Wilder would never wear one of those hats, and so if that was my condition for going, then I knew I wouldn’t have to be there. “I need to get going, Shelby. I’ll call you later tonight to see how everything was.”

“Wait,” Shelby called. “If I make it happen, then you better haul your biscuits down to the Chicken Biscuit.”

“Sure, sure,” I drawled. “I’ll be there with wind chimes on if you make it happen.”

“Bells,” Shelby laughed. “You’ll be there with bells on.”

“Those, too,” I muttered. “Later, Shelby.” I ended the call and dropped the phone on the couch.

“There is no way in hell Shelby is going to get Wilder in one of those paper hats,” I told Bandit.

Bandit dropped the bone in his mouth and let out a woof.

“Right?” I agreed. “It’s just you and me today for my day off, Bandit.” I patted the couch next to me, and he hopped up. “And what do you want to do today?” I asked him.

He sat facing me and rested his paw on my arm.

“Go to the dog park?” I asked.

He let out a woof.

“Maybe get a pup cup from the ice cream place?”

Bandit stood and leaned into me. He licked my face and panted happily. 

“And then maybe we can take a drive to the lake for an evening swim?” I suggested.

Bandit threw his head back and let out a long howl.

Swimming was his all-time favorite thing.

“All right, all right,” I laughed. “Let me get my butt off this couch, and then we’ll get our day going, okay?”

Bandit jumped off the couch and turned happy circles on the floor.

Bandit couldn’t talk to me, but I could tell what he was trying to say to me and what he was feeling.

He was the best blue merle Australian Shepard in the world. I honestly don’t know how I would have survived the past couple of months without him.

When Charlie broke things off with me, I have been upset, but then when I find out I was pregnant, I almost lost my mind.

Only I would hook up with a guy for years, and when he breaks up with me, I would end up pregnant. 

Stellar.

And as of right now, I had zero plans of telling anyone that I was pregnant. I was one breakdown away from packing my bags, grabbing Bandit, and getting the heck out of Adams to start a new life in Wasilla, Alaska. Far, far away from Charlie and Adams. 

Bandit would love the snow, and I would more than be good with being surrounded by mountains and not a single person I knew as I raised my little baby.

But then I would think about Shelby and know she would hunt me down like a dog on a bone to drag me back to Adams.

So, for now, I was going to stay in Adams, and when I started actually to show, my butt would very likely be on a plane to Alaska.

Today, well, today, I was going to spend my day with Bandit and not think about Charlie Beck.

God knew he wasn’t thinking about me, either.
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Chapter Two


Charlie
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“Do you really think we needed three bounce houses and a face painter?”

Wilder shrugged. “I mean, I don’t think they are hurting anything, right? If anything, they are drawing in families looking for something to do in Adams.” Wilder nodded behind me. “I mean hell, even Shelby is getting in line for the face painter.”

I turned and shielded my eyes from the sun with my hand. “Don’t you think she could have waited until there was a lull?”

Wilder chuckled. “I don’t think a lull is going to happen today, Charlie.” He stepped next to me and clapped me on my shoulder. “Today is the start of something amazing for Chicken Biscuit, Charlie.”

I looked around and had to agree that I had never seen a crowd gathered out front and inside Chicken Biscuit like there was today. I just didn’t know how this was going to last. Wilder was helping to launch the restaurant into the present day to keep Chicken King at bay, but I couldn’t help but wonder if the bottom was going to fall out.

“Wilder,” Shelby called. She waved her hand in the air and smiled wide.

“Are you sure she didn’t elbow a few kids to get to the front of the line?” I chuckled.

Wilder tipped his head to the side. “I mean, I don’t think she would, but she was pretty damn excited about getting a unicorn on her cheek. If she had Missy with her, I would be a little more concerned about elbows being thrown.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. Missy was the wildcard when it came to those two.

“You talked to her yet?” Wilder asked.

I glanced at Wilder. “You know the answer to that.” I hadn’t spoken to or even seen Missy since the night I had told her we needed to cool it.

“I don’t know what you are waiting for, man. If you’re waiting for things to calm down, you’re going to be waiting a long time. The plans I have for Chicken Biscuit have us franchising the business and expanding rapidly.”

I knew all of the plans. 

I liked all of the plans.

I wanted Chicken Biscuit to be successful and to expand. 

But with that success and expansion came a lot of stress and worry. Dealing with all the stress was something I couldn’t handle while dating Missy. I knew she needed my attention, and I wouldn’t be able to give it to her.

“Chicken Biscuit is my focus right now. It needs to be.” 

“Wilder!” Shelby hollered again.

“Are you saying that in order to focus on Chicken Biscuit, you can’t have any distractions?” Wilder asked.

“I, uh, well...” I didn’t think that was what I was saying, but it certainly sounded like it. “Maybe?”

Wilder shook his head. “You sound like me nine years ago when I left Adams to go make something of myself. I
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