

  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE MURPHY MISTAKE

    

    
      First edition. January 7, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 MJ Hutto.

    

    
    
      Written by MJ Hutto.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

The Murphy Mistake

Road to Ruination or Rebirth

One: Unintended | Dahlia Stone

Two: Fortune | McKenzy Murphy

Three: Excursions | Dahlia

Four: Gambles | McKenzy

Five: Ventures | Dahlia

Six: Ambitions | McKenzy

Seven: Aspirations | Dahlia

Eight: Apparitions | McKenzy

Nine: Encounters | Dahlia

Ten: Brothers | McKenzy

Eleven: Lessons | Dahlia

Twelve: Fancies | McKenzy

Thirteen: Whoops | Dahlia

Fourteen: Misconceptions | McKenzy

Fifteen: Oh Shit | Dahlia

Sixteen: Spicy | McKenzy

Seventeen: Gross | Dahlia

Eighteen: Misstep | McKenzy

Nineteen: Error | Dahlia

Twenty: Misguided | McKenzy

Twenty-One: Imperfect | Dahlia

Twenty-Two: Fallacious | McKenzy

Twenty-Three: Flawed | Dahlia

Twenty-Four: Lapse | McKenzy

Twenty-Five: Alteration | Dahlia

Twenty-Six: Culmination | McKenzy

Dedication and Thanks

Sign up for MJ Hutto's Mailing List

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

The Murphy Mistake

[image: image]


By MJ Hutto

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Road to Ruination or Rebirth

[image: image]


Road to Ruination or Rebirth

One: Unintended

Two: Fortune

Three: Excursions

Four: Gambles

Five: Ventures

Six: Ambitions

Seven: Aspirations

Eight: Apparitions

Nine: Encounters

Ten: Brothers

Eleven: Lessons

Twelve: Fancies

Thirteen: Whoops

Fourteen: Misconceptions

Fifteen: Oh Shit

Sixteen: Spicy

Seventeen: Gross

Eighteen: Misstep

Nineteen: Error

Twenty: Misguided

Twenty-One: Imperfect

Twenty-Two: Fallacious

Twenty-Three: Flawed

Twenty-Four: Lapse

Twenty-Five: Alteration

Twenty-Six: Culmination

Dedication and Thanks

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

One: Unintended

Dahlia Stone
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MY HEART RACED OUT of control as I sprinted down the steep grass covered hill. The rapid slap of footfalls against the sunbaked ground behind me filled my ears. When I could hear ragged breathing within touching distance, I dug deep to push even harder.

Unfortunately, the bottom of the hill was covered in freshly cut grass that masked a hole in the ground. My left foot sank, and I hit the ground with all the grace of a rampaging rhinoceros taken down by a hyena.

I managed not to dislocate my knee by sheer stupid luck. My pursuer was rolling on the ground, laughing with tears streaming down her asshole face. I scowled darkly. 

“What?” she wheezed past her cackling laughter.

“You’re a terrible human being, Starla Dorne,” I glared, slapping the ground.

“Least I can run without kissing the ground,” she laughed.

“You wheeze like a damn old smoker on their last leg,” I snarled.

“I mean, you aren’t far off,” she said, pulling hard on her vape pen.

“Jeeze, Starla. Those things are worse than the cancer sticks.”

“Whatever. My doctor says it’s fine,” she said, taking another puff.

“Who? Dr. Kevorkian?” I asked, rolling my eyes and standing.

“Now that you mention it,” she snorted with a grin.

I took a step, and my ankle twinged. Damn. My face must’ve pinched because she watched me carefully.

“It’s fine,” I said, rotating the ankle and feeling it pop. “See. Just fine.”

“Right,” she said. “Let’s walk a little.”

“You just don’t want to run,” I said, narrowing my gaze.

“Well, yeah,” she said, tossing her white-blond hair out of her blue-green eyes. Her cherubic features belied the devilish grin on her cupid bow mouth. “How’d you fucking guess? Could it have been all the bitching I’ve been doing?”

“Nah,” I said. “It’s definitely the wheezing. You’d never bitch.”

“I hate you,” she laughed, pushing my shoulder to get me moving. “Tell me about this new gig that brought you back into my life.”

“Not sure how I feel about that,” I laughed.

“Oh, I’m super glad to see you,” she said, threading her arm through mine. “I’m just not so sure about this job.”

“I mean, it seems like it’s on the up and up,” I smiled.

“So tell me about it then,” she said.

I blew out a breath, not sure I wanted to talk about it. I wasn’t worried about convincing her since she didn’t get a say, but I didn’t want to jinx it.

“I guess it’ll be what it’ll be,” I shrugged finally. “It’s just doing some baking classes for some dude.”

“Private baking lessons,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“Not that I don’t love your baking,” she said, “but why did this dude look you up to teach him how to bake.”

“Supposedly, he had some of my key lime cupcakes at some point and hasn’t found any that ever came close again,” I said, flushing.

“Aha,” she said. “And who is this?”

“Not sure,” I said. “I’m s’posed to meet him tomorrow.”

“You don’t even know who it is?” she yelled, shoving me. 

I stumbled and huffed.

“Don’t huff at me. You are being an idiot,” she said.

“I’m sure it’s fine,” I said. “And if it isn’t, I’ll tase him and leave him there. I’m not worried.”

“Of course, you aren’t,” she said. “No one’s ever worried until some rando guy’s standing over them naked when they wake up with a headache.”

“Dude, that’s oddly specific,” I frowned. “What have you been doing?”

“Finding all the schmucks,” she said. “That’s what. It’s enough to make me call it quits completely.”

“Yeah, right,” I said. “Tell me another one.”

“Whatever,” she mock frowned. “It could be true.”

“Yeah, right,” I said, slow blinking at her. “You’ve probably got three on the line right now.”

“You’re horrendous,” she laughed. 

“Why? For speaking the truth,” I snorted. “Tell me there aren’t three guys right now that would drop everything to meet you at Mikey’s.”

“Shows what you know,” she giggled. “Mikey sold his bar.”

I stopped walking to stare at her. The afternoon sun was bright, and what sounded like a lawn mower motor attempted to start nearby. We were at the edge of the property I was looking at. Starla didn’t know I was considering moving back to Amethyst Shoals. She just knew I was staying in the Air B&B.

“Why are we running again?” she asked.

“We aren’t. We’re walking. And slowly, at that.”

“Ha, ha, ha. Why on earth do you want to run? It’s hotter than hell out here, and in about five minutes, the mosquitoes are going to tote us away,” she said.

“Nah. I saw the truck going by last night. Bandit stopped me to tell me they should be much better. He’s been spraying every night for the last week,” I said.

“Bandit, huh.”

“Yeah,” I shrugged, moving us toward the tree line. “He said he’d recognize this riot of curls anywhere.”

“I bet,” she laughed. “Only it wasn’t the curls. It was dat ass.”

“Oh my god,” I said. “Nobody in their right mind is looking at my ass. Nor would they possibly remember it from high school.”

“Girl, why are you back here?”

“I’m trying to figure some things out,” I finally said, moving through the trees toward the sound of running water. “Life just didn’t seem to work out the way I thought it would. So I came back to the beginning.”

“Good god, why? I’d’ve run the other damn way.”

“Except you’re still here,” I said. “And ya know it’s hard. Gramma died a few months ago, and I just can’t get my head right.”

“I was sorry to hear about Loraine,” she said. “How the hell did she get them to let her climb that damn mountain anyway?”

“I don’t know. She always had more courage than sense. Who the hell thought it was a good idea to let a seventy-seven year old woman climb a fucking mountain in the middle of January?” I shook my head, ducking to avoid low branches. “That’s why the hell she didn’t tell me.”

“You didn’t even know?”

“Nope. Found out after. When they were still looking for her body.” I shook my head, a sarcastic smile on my face. “Asshole.”

“Yeah, that was kind of a dick move.” She ducked her head. “Oh. Sorry.”

“No need. You’re right. I loved the crazy old bat, but she did some sketchy shit.” I sighed. “Which is part of why I’m here. I don’t know. I feel like I’m not living up to her standards.”

“And you think Amethyst Shoals is the way to do that?” She shook her head. “Girl, you need to reevaluate your priorities. This place barely had one eligible bachelor, and he married Devon Darker.”

“Who?” I snorted. “Doesn’t matter. Not even interested. Not even looking for a guy. Just looking for purpose and maybe myself.”

“You’re right here, babe. No need to go looking.” I opened my mouth to answer, and she waved me off. “I know what you mean. And I get it. It’s hard when you lose someone you love.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” I said, tears pricking my eyes suddenly. I wiped them away and squatted down, pulling her with me.

“What are you doing?” she hissed.

“Look,” I said, pointing to a puppy by the stream ahead of us.

“What is that?” she sneered.

“What do you mean what is that?” I asked, turning back to them. “It’s a puppy.”

“I don’t know what kind of puppies you’ve been looking at, but that is not a puppy.”

“It’s little, furry, has four legs, pointy ears, and I heard it whine,” I said. “It’s a puppy.”

“That’s a freaking wolf,” she said.

“Sure,” I said, moving closer.

“Dahlia,” she hissed as I made it to the little guy. “You’re definitely Loraine’s granddaughter.”

I held out my hand, and the little gray and white guy sniffed my fingers. Before I could decide if it was indeed a bad idea, he licked me, and I was done.

“Well, hell,” she muttered as I bent to pick him up. 

He licked my face and sniffed me before letting out a little chuff. I grinned at him and snuggled him close. He promptly fell asleep. There wasn’t a collar, and the only thing around was the sound of the mower somewhere across the stream.

“You know who lives here?” I asked.

“Not a clue. I kinda got turned around on the last leg,” she said. “How big is this property?”

“Gable didn’t say. Just said to stay in the fence line. Especially on the back side,” I said, wiping my forehead. “You think this little guy belongs to the neighbors?”

“Who knows,” she said. “Aren’t you ready to go back to the house now? We aren’t running, and that little guy will wake up if you start bouncing him around your gigantic boobies.”

I turned to look at her with an incredulous look.

“Shut your mouth, or a fly’s going to land in there,” she laughed. “You got ‘em strapped down with a sports bra, and they’re still....”

“Quit it,” I slapped her arm and laughed. “That’s incredibly insensitive.”

“Never said I was sensitive. Just that I missed you. I’ve got years of not seeing you in person to give you shit.”

“Why didn’t I remember this side of you?” I lamented, walking toward the sound of the motor. “You don’t think we’ll get shot, do you?”

“It’s possible,” she shrugged. “Thankfully, you’re wearing hot pink and highlighter yellow, so at least they’ll get you first.”

“Jesus,” I laughed. “It’s like we’re back in high school, and not even one day has passed.”

“Yeah,” she grinned. “Who’d’ve guessed it’s been twenty-five years? No one looking at either of us.”

“Speak for yourself,” I snorted. “I look way different than I did in high school.”

“Right, that’s why Bandit recognized you from your ass.”

“I told you that wasn’t it. He said it was the hair,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Besides. I look older. I don’t look like a kid and certainly don’t look like I haven’t aged. Shit, I’m lucky not to get fifty-five.”

“Ain’t no damn way,” she said, hands on her hips as she stopped in the middle of the woods. “Do you even have a mirror?” When I opened my mouth to answer, she shushed me with a flapping wave. “Whatever, believe what you want. What are we doing? And don’t think I didn’t catch that you never really answered me.”

She pinned me with blue-green eyes, but I turned away to walk forward.

“We’re going to make sure this little guy gets returned to his owners. He’s groomed and well fed. He definitely belongs to someone.”

“Right,” she huffed. “And we’ve chosen this way because?”

I trekked up the steep hill in front of us. It was covered in grapevines and briars that probably fruited with dewberries earlier in the summer. Suffice it to say early August in Amethyst Shoals wouldn’t bring much of anything except heat stroke and scorched grass.

“People nearby if that mower is any indication,” I said. “Unless you think someone has an automated one.”

“Not a chance,” she said. “That sounds like a push mower if I ever heard one.”

“What sound does a push mower make?” I grinned.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Not the same one as a riding mower. And definitely different than a tractor.”

“I’ll give you that,” I said. “When’s school starting back?”

“Ugh,” she said. “Friday. Thank the good lord Luci’s back this year. She was out having a baby and then had some complications last year.”

“Who’s Luci? I don’t remember her,” I said.

“She’s younger than us. Part of the Murphy clan.”

“The Murphy clan?” I laughed. “Who’s that?”

“Oh, right,” she said. “You constantly had your damn nose in a book. And I guess they were a good bit younger than us. I knew them because Kimmy always had a crush on one or the other of them.”

“Kimmy’s ten years younger than us,” I laughed. “Even if my nose hadn’t been in a book, I wasn’t going to pay attention to anyone that young.” I frowned. “Wait. Maybe I do remember a Murphy. Wrote a book or something?”

“That would be the one you know,” she laughed. “One became an author, one became a mob boss, and then there’s McKenzy,” she said, sighing dreamily.

“A mob boss!” I yelled.

“Eh, he’s a decent guy,” she said, waving me off. “And happily married. Both of those two are married. McKenzy though....”

“A mobster, though,” I said, staring at her. She shook her head. “What? I’ve never met a mobster. Is he like a nineteen-twenty’s mobster or a twenty-twenty’s gangster?”

“Yeah,” she laughed. “Now. About McKenzy.”

“We were talking about Luci, not the unwed Murphy that I don’t care about,” I said. “Tell me about the bestie that replaced me.”

“Nah, it’s not like that,” she said as we reached the top of the hill. “But she’s awesome. I felt so bad for her when she had all her trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?” I asked. “Only if she wouldn’t mind you telling me.”

“I think the whole town knows,” she said, lifting a shoulder before letting it fall back in place. “She lost her life savings when her accountant husband invested all their money in one of those crypto coins.”

“How? I thought they did pretty good. I made a little money myself,” I said.

“Oh, they made money,” she said. “And he promptly transferred it all to an account on some island and ran off with his business partner.”

“Ooh,” I said, wrinkling my nose in distaste. “That’s....”

“Not even the worst part,” she said. “He did it all while she was still recovering from having their second baby. He pushed her to get pregnant again before their first baby was even one. Now she’s got a two-year-old, an arm baby, and no help.”

“What a bastard,” I said, seeing someone pushing a mower in the distance. “Didn’t her mob...what cousin, brother, uncle...do something?”

“Cousin,” she said. “I don’t know. No one’s really heard from either of them since they left. I can’t imagine McAffy not handling it. Hell, McAlister’s wife works for the Feds. I’m sure she could make some things happen, too.”

“So, how’s Luci?” I asked. “Does she need help with anything? I’m pretty flexible. I could probably help keep her babies if she needs it.”

“You’re so sweet,” she said, smiling and pointing at a figure walking in circles. “See, I told you it was a push mower.”

“So you did,” I said. “I mean it. I’m not just saying it. I could do it for cheap or even free if she needs that kind of help. My baking thing is paying pretty well, and I’m not hurting for money. I’m in a decent place monetarily, if not mentally.” I took a breath. “That didn’t sound like I meant it to. I’m definitely stable to watch a couple of sweet babies. I’m just trying to figure out my life.”

“What happened, Dahl?” she asked. “We talk all the time, and you’ve never said anything like this before.”

“Sometimes you just have to reevaluate your life. When every step feels like a landmine, it’s time to find a better place to walk,” I said.

“Oh honey,” she said as the little dog woke up, yipped, and jumped out of my arms to sprint for the lawnmower. 

The shirtless man pushing the mower didn’t respond when we yelled for him to stop. He didn’t even acknowledge us. I shook my head and took off after the crazy little dog to save it from being chopped to bits.
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Two: Fortune

McKenzy Murphy
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“YEAH, BUT WHY AM I cutting the grass with a damn push mower?” I asked, shoving sweat drenched hair out of my stinging eyes.

“Because I gave the other one to the nursing home,” Grandpa said, standing on the porch with a glass of ice water. “Those old people don’t need to be cutting that grass with a push mower.”

“Grandpa! They hire people to cut the grass for places like that,” I exclaimed.

“Quit whining about cutting a little grass,” he snorted. “Here. Drink the water and get back to it. The back still needs to be cut.”

“What are you doing out there, Macavy Murphy?” Rhaine Gray Murphy called from the kitchen.

Grandpa grinned at the sound of her voice, and my heart lifted at his happiness. He’d been chasing around after Rhaine for years, trying to get her to settle down with him. When Devon came back to town, she finally agreed.

“Trying to get this boy to do a little work. He’s got too many people doing the work for him lately. Surprised he could get the thing to start,” he laughed.

“Very funny,” I said, tossing back the rest of the ice water. “I’ll finish the front and then I’m borrowing a riding mower for the back. There’s no way you actually expect me to push mow ten acres of lawn.”

He barked out a laugh as he turned to walk back through the screen door. I could hear Rhaine fussing and reminding him he’d just gotten McAlister to cut the backyard two days ago. I shook my head and restarted the push mower after pulling my shirt off and tossing it over the porch rail. I plugged my earbuds back in and tapped one to start a podcast.

I was done with the side near the driveway and around the porch. I had about an acre to go. Considering this house was settled back in a woody copse, I was surprised they had this much grass. He must’ve paid someone to lay sod. I shook my head, going over the thick grass slowly. I would’ve left it bare, but some people wanted grass. 

I scowled. And then wanted other people to cut it for them. The sun beat down on my back with unrelenting heat, sapping my will. I moved faster to get it done. I could go over it again early tomorrow if it didn’t look good enough. 

I was nearly finished when a white and gray streak caught my eye. I let go of the mower, and it stalled. The streak of fluff jumped, and I caught it in my arms right before a larger pink and green flash barreled into me, knocking us both to the ground.

Jinx, the gray and white wolf-dog puppy Rhaine had adopted, licked my face and took off for the doggy door in the kitchen. The pink and green clad attacker groaned and shifted.

My hands were full of soft curves and springy curls. The woman lying across me lifted so she could see my face. Deep brown eyes flecked with gold stared back into mine. Combine that with freckled cheeks, an upturned nose, and a wide mouth, and I wouldn’t be forgetting her any time soon. Add to that the deep red hair with streaks of white woven through her curls, and she reminded me of some sort of Fae.

I arched a brow and smiled as she tried to find purchase for her hands on my chest and her cheeks colored. I didn’t move but watched several thoughts flicker across her pretty features. When she realized she was nestled between my legs, she shoved herself off me.

I grunted when her knee made contact with tender bits, and she flamed red enough to almost match her hair. When my eyes stopped watering, I saw Luci’s friend Starla doubled over laughing. The red-haired Fae fumed, and I got my first good look at her.

She was curvy and soft in workout clothes and sneakers. Her curls were long and wild. Then she turned around to glare at Starla, and I had to sit up to avoid embarrassment. Who the hell made running pants that had an ass looking so biteable.

Starla’s eyebrows shot for her hairline, and she nodded at me with her chin. I draped my arms over my bent knees to at least appear to be normal. Fresh cut grass stuck to my sweaty back and hair. I brushed at it with irritation.

“Speak of the devil,” Starla said, doing a piss poor job of hiding a smirk. “Dahlia Stone, meet McKenzy Murphy.”

“Ooh,” I said. “Why am I the devil?”

“We were talking about people she might remember,” Starla said after Dahlia’s eyes flicked to her and back to me.

“You’re from here?” I asked, brushing at my back.

“A lifetime ago,” she said, eyes following my movements before moving back to my face. “I’ve been gone a long time.”

“You know Luci, too?” I asked. “She’s never mentioned you.” I looked at Starla. “Talks about that one all the time, though.”

“No. I don’t know her. I’m hoping to meet her soon. Your cousin sounds lovely,” she said. “Is that your puppy?”

Oh yeah. There was a reason she was here.

“No. It’s Rhaine’s. She adopted him. His name’s Jinx. Although I think I’m going to tell her to change it to Tyche.” Starla snorted, and I ignored her. “He do something to upset you?”

“No, I was trying to keep him from getting run over by the lawnmower,” she said. “We tried calling out, but you didn’t answer.”

“Mother....” I started, feeling around in the grass for my earbuds. I found the first one within seconds,  but the other eluded me. “I was listening to a podcast. So I didn’t hear you,” I said, sitting back down to show them the two earbuds I finally had in hand.

“Aha,” she said, rubbing her hands down her thighs. It was all I could do not to let my eyes linger. She lifted a hand and backed toward the woods. “Well. We won’t keep you. Sorry to hit and run, but we’ve got a little ways to go to get home.”

A crack of thunder sounded in the bright sky. The sun continued to punish us with heat. I looked up and located one dark cloud in the distance.

“How far? It might not be long before this storm hits us. Probably don’t want to get caught out in it.”

“Don’t worry,” she grinned, and a lump formed in my throat. “I love storms. We’ll be fine.”

“Well, I don’t,” Starla groused. “So let’s get going. I guess I’m running again despite my continued objections.”

Dahlia laughed, turning to grab Starla’s arm. She looked back over her shoulder to smile at me and nod.

“I’m glad Jinx is safe and has a home. See you around, McKenzy Murphy.”

She pulled Starla with her as they ran back into the woods, and I watched until I couldn’t see them anymore. 

Let’s recap. Beautiful woman appears from the forest, captivates a human, confuses said human, loves storms, and returns to the forest. Absolutely Fae.

***
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“WHY ARE YOU ON THE ground and not finishing this lawn before the rain gets here?” Grandpa yelled from the porch. “You only have two more laps. Get it done and get inside before you get struck by lightning.”

I did what he said, tucking my earbuds in my pocket. I had the mower in the shed and the door shut when the torrential rain began. Thunder and lightning hit back-to-back, and I imagined Dahlia dancing in it. She couldn’t be too far away. Maybe I could figure out which way they went.

I shook my head and ran up the porch steps to plop down in a rocking chair and watch nature. Grandpa and Rhaine had the kitchen window open to hear it, too. I saw them dancing around in there, so I wanted to give them their time. 

I ordinarily stay with McAlister when I’m home. But he and Devon are out of town, and Grandpa asked me to stay with him. He said he missed me, and McAlister always got to see me. He also told me it was time to take a little break, so I’m staying for a bit.

I closed my eyes and let the air coming off the storm cool my hot skin while images of Dahlia Stone playing in the rain heated me right back up. The idea of being invited to play with her was so appealing that I wondered again where she was staying. Maybe Starla would put in a good word for me.

I pulled out my cell and dialed Luci. She picked up on the third ring in a harried voice.

“Hello.”

“Hey, Loo-Loo, what’s wrong?” I asked.

“Oh lord, McKenzy, please tell me you don’t have a crisis. I’m at the end of my rope right now,” she cried.

“I’m fine,” I said, sitting up straight and reaching for my shirt. “Tell me what I can do to help.”

“I don’t know,” she said, actually crying.

“I’ll be there in ten minutes. Let me borrow Grandpa’s truck.”

***
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“WHAT HAPPENED TO THE truck?” Luci asked, staring at the beat to hell multicolored remnant of a car.

“It’s being serviced, and Rhaine was kind enough to offer me the motorcycle or the car,” I said, waving at the torrential downpour. “I elected for the car, though I might’ve been better off on the bike.”

“Aww, poor baby,” she sniffed, handing me a squirming toddler as she turned to pick up her three-month-old to plop a boob in her mouth.

“Oh,” I said, turning in a circle before finally looking away.

“Grow up,” she said harshly before her face softened. “It’s okay. It’s just a boob. You don’t have to look away on my account. I’m just feeding a baby.”

“All right,” I said, determined not to be a dumb man. “What can I help with?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe feed Butterbean while I feed Nugget.”

“Am I mad? You did not name these children those things.” I paused, lifting Butterbean up to look into his cherubic little face. His blue eyes and blond hair further exacerbated the misconception, but when he pulled his dripping fingers out of his mouth and patted my face, it dispelled the concept.

“No,” she laughed. “Cillian and Meredith. They are just very grown-up names for very small people.” She shrugged. “And as soon as Duckie met them, she dubbed them Butterbean and Nugget. It stuck.”

“Thank god for Duckie,” I said, and she rolled her deep blue eyes.

Luci was a petite woman with deep blue, uncharacteristically dark circled eyes under pixie-cut wild dark hair. Her untucked stained shirt was almost as wrinkled as her pants with a label stuck to them. She had on one sock and no shoes.

“What does Butterbean want to eat?” I asked the gurgling little boy. He grinned at me but didn’t say anything.

“It’s peas and prunes today,” she said.

I wrinkled my nose and looked through her homemade jars of baby food. Butterbean pointed to his namesake and applesauce. I nodded and grabbed those two jars.

“Heat it up or cold?” I asked.

When she didn’t answer, I walked back into the living room to check on her. She and Nugget were both sleeping soundly. I put Butterbean in a highchair and strapped him in. He gurgled happily and chewed on his hands. When I took Nugget and pulled Luci’s shirt down, she didn’t even move. 

I pulled a blanket over her and put Nugget in a small frilly basket. I didn’t know what it was called, but there was a blanket, and it rocked when I pressed a button. The highchair I knew from a friend’s kid.

I returned to Butterbean, and he ate both jars of food with very little fuss. I found a cup with handles on the sides and filled it with water. He drank it with heavy eyes. Before I could get his face cleaned up, he fell asleep. When I cleaned him, he fussed once but went back to sleep. I put him in the little baby jail with a blanket and sat down on the couch to prop my feet up.

Luci’s phone blipped, and she twitched. I grabbed it and saw a message from Starla. I debated for a few seconds and used Luci’s face to open the phone.


Starla: Hey girl. I may have found a solution to some of your problems. I have this really great friend who’s in town to teach some dude how to bake. She’s kinda in a funk and when I mentioned my great friend who was struggling a little, she volunteered to help with your little ones.

Luci (me): Oh wow.

Starla: Yeah. I know. I’d love for you two to meet. I know I’ve told you about Dahlia before. She’s fantastic and has done just about everything under the sun. Maybe minus the real bad stuff but she’s great. She loves kids and could use some sweet babies in her life right now. Up to you but she’s offering to volunteer her time, not charge anything.


“What are you doing?” Luci asked, blinking at me and fixing her clothes.

“It was going off, and I didn’t want it to wake you. I’m sorry. I was trying to let you sleep,” I said, handing it back to her.

“That’s why you answered the text?” she asked.

“I was also curious,” I shrugged with a grin.

“Know them, do you?” she asked, typing a response.

“What did you say?” I asked, trying to look.

“None of your business,” she laughed. “Thank you for letting me sleep.”

“You should be taking better care of yourself,” I said, glancing around the house. “I didn’t see much in the fridge. What’s going on?”

“It’s fine,” she said shortly.

“Know what fine stands for, don’t you?” I asked.

She rolled her eyes.

“Freaked out, insecure, neurotic, and emotional,” I said.

“Thank you, Mr. Italian Job,” she said. “Things are just a little tight. I start back to work this week, and it’ll be better.”

“I’m sorry. You have three cousins with more than enough to make sure you are never, under any circumstances, worried about money,” I said, sitting up straight. “Where is that fucker, Dick, anyway?”

“His name’s Rodger, not Richard,” she said.

“Is it? He looks an awful look like a Dick to me. I think his parents might’ve missed an opportunity. Which of my lovely brothers is locating him for you?”

“Hopefully, neither of them,” she said, rubbing her eyes. “I don’t ever want to see him again.”

“And yet, I think he deserves to see at least one of them. I’d be willing to bet Mac is looking for him. In which case, you’ll likely get your wish. I doubt he’ll drag Dick back all this way just so you can ring his ears.”

“Mac isn’t going to kill a man for running out on his wife and stealing her money,” she laughed before sitting up and grabbing my hand. “Right? He’s not going to do that. Mac isn’t like that.”

I blinked at her slowly, unsure if she was serious or not.

“Ugh, Loo-Loo, you know what he does...right?” I asked.

“Yeah, but that’s overexaggerated. Mac is one of the sweetest and most loving men I’ve ever met. He takes in every stray he’s ever met,” she said. “Look at his gaggle of followers. Sully and Daed are great, but then there’s Jon Luke and Howie.”

“Loo-Loo, those are hard ass men who will and have kicked wholesale ass for less than a man stepping out on his wife and stealing her money. Dick did those things to someone we all love,” I said. “Including all those crusty ass fools you just named. You know Howie thinks Mac is second only to god.”

“Yeah, but he’s so silly,” she said, rubbing her thumb along her thin hand.

“When was the last time you ate and slept?” I asked.

“I’m...okay,” she said. “But I would kill for a shower.”

“Then go have a long shower or bath or whatever you want. I’ll watch the crotch goblins and order something for dinner.” I scowled. “For heaven’s sake, tell me you can get delivery out here.”

“A few things,” she said. “Mostly pizza.”

“Oh, thank god,” I grinned. “Thought I was gonna have to bribe somebody to bring us something edible. All I saw in the fridge was mayo and green bologna.”

“Order enough for four adults,” she said, voice drifting down the hallway.

“Who else is coming?” I asked. “Are Mac and Duckie in town? I know McAlister and Dev aren’t.”

She didn’t answer, and I sighed. Whatever. 

Twenty minutes later, there was a knock at the door, and I went to get the pizzas. When I flung it open, Starla Dorne stood with her fist ready to knock again.

“Hey McKenzy,” she grinned, looking around me. “Could’ve sworn this was Luci’s house.”

“Are we going in?” Dahlia asked from behind her. “The mosquitoes really like me.”

I stepped aside, holding the door open and spying the pizza delivery person walking up behind them. Dahlia saw me as I brushed past her to take the pizzas.

“Tips on the ticket,” I said, signing for them. “Have a great night.”

“Hey man, aren’t you McKenzy Murphy?” they asked. “Could I have your autograph?”

I glanced around, but both Starla and Dahlia were ogling the babies. I took the pen back and signed the customer copy of my receipt. He grinned.

“Thanks, man,” he grinned back at me.

“You’re welcome,” I said. “Be safe.”

He tapped his forehead and jogged back to his car with a pizza sign on top.

“Is that pizza?” Starla crooned. “I’m starving, and Dahlia only has bark and leaves at her house.”

“That’s not true,” Dahlia said. “I have other stuff.”

“Yeah, cauliflower rice and”—she shuddered— “chicory root.”

“Chicory root?” I asked, grinning at them.

“God, don’t ask,” she said. “She’s got some kind of colon cleanse mix, too. It’s awful.”

“Jeeze, Starla,” Dahlia said. “Why don’t you tell him about my period next.”

“Oh,” she flushed. “Sorry. It’s just Luci’s cousin. He’s one of us.”

It was my turn to flush.

“I highly doubt that,” Dahlia muttered, so I barely heard her. “What are these two’s names?” she asked louder and meant for our ears.

“Butterbean and Nugget,” I said, watching her face while she took in the room. 

Her dark eyes softened when she heard them. She walked over to Nugget and bent, whispering to the sleeping girl. She did the same for Butterbean and turned to smile at me.

Her cheeks flushed pink and matched the sweatshirt she’d thrown over her workout clothes. She watched me expectantly, which made me think I was supposed to be speaking.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I was distracted. Did you ask me something?”

“Where’s Luci?” Starla asked.

“Showering,” I said, not taking my eyes off Dahlia. “Y’all want some pizza?”

“Yes!” Starla practically yelled.

Dahlia shook her head.

“You don’t like pizza?” I asked.

“I’m not eating carbs,” she said.

“Why the heck not?” I asked.

“Haven’t you heard they’re the root of all evil?” she grinned, walking around to look at Luci’s framed artwork.

“I heard some junk science that said that,” I responded.

“I don’t think it’s junk science,” she said. “Seems pretty legit. When I eat ‘em, my body thinks it has to hold onto ‘em forever. I’m not really loving that.”

“Seems like a hard line to take if your body clearly loves them,” I said. “I, for one, would be miserable if I couldn’t have sweets.”

“Yeah, it’s not the best,” she laughed.

“Especially considering you’re a freaking baker,” Starla said. “She makes these beautiful, delicious cakes and won’t even eat them.”

“It’s enough for other people to enjoy them,” she said, running a finger over an Amethyst Shoals Elementary original. “These are great.”

“Thanks,” Luci said, walking straight to the pizza. “I love them. You must be Dahlia. Neither of these two prepared me for how gorgeous you are.”

“Oh,” Dahlia said, turning scarlet to match her hair. “Um, thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Luci grinned, taking a huge bite of pizza and humming with satisfaction. “Nothing like zesty tomatoey sauce and melty cheese.” She wiggled with glee and grinned. “Sorry. McKenzy is spoiling me. It’s been a while since I splurged on ordering food. Afraid I’ve been managing on cheese and lunchmeat.”

I cut my eyes at her, and she smiled. Dahlia smiled back at her.

“Me too, though I’m afraid mine is self-induced,” she laughed. “Your babies are beautiful. Your cousin says their names are Butterbean and Nugget?”

“Oh,” she laughed, licking sauce off her thumb. “Actually, Cillian and Meredith, but those are so grown when Duckie came up with the others, they stuck.”

“Duckie?” Dahlia grinned.

“McKenzy’s sister-in-law. She’s married to McAffy. Her name’s actually Duchess,” she said. “And then there’s Devon, who’s married to McAlister. They’re both great. Hopefully, you can meet them sometime soon.” She grabbed another piece of pizza. “Y’all better get some before I eat it all.”
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Three: Excursions

Dahlia
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“I ALREADY HAD TWO,” Starla said. “Dahl’s sticking to her guns. You could maybe have the toppings?”

“I ate something before we left,” I said, eyeing Starla. 

Leave it alone.

She shrugged and dropped it. Luci looked as if she’d keep going, but with a nod, she switched topics.

“Why on Earth are you interested in watching my little hobbits?” she laughed. 

Oh good. Another fantasy enthusiast. Maybe we could talk about books. I thought about the latest series of filthy dark fantasy I was reading. Maybe not.

“Oh, good lord, not Hobbits,” McKenzy said.

Ah, well. At least he’s pretty to look at. 

I’d admired him when I was pressed to his sweaty body and then after when I had a minute to catch my breath. His dark hair was chin length and thick with waves. Light brown eyes shone against tanned skin. His even, bright teeth beamed behind a highly polished smile. Add to that a body toned and tanned into within an inch of his life, and he might have been the fakest person I’d ever met. 

And now I find out he’s a fantasy hater.

“At least call yourselves Elves,” he admonished. “You’re no dirty Hobbitses.”

“You’re the only Legolas in this room,” she laughed.

“Correct,” he said, bowing low. “You are obviously Arwen.”

“Right,” she snorted.

Nugget squirmed, and she moved to put her pizza down.

“Do you mind if I hold her?” I asked.

When she shook her head with a smile, I walked over to the little dark-haired baby. I smiled as I knelt, and she blinked at me but didn’t cry.

“She’s wet. Where are your diapers? I’ll change her,” I said.

“I’ll get it,” McKenzy said, grabbing a diaper and wipes from beside the couch. “I was going to change her as soon as she woke up.”

“Hi, sweetheart,” I said softly. 

When I reached in to move her blanket, she grabbed my finger and bubbled at me. I beamed at her, and she cooed happily while I changed her. 

“She’s such a happy girl,” I cooed back. “Are you a happy Nugget?”

“She’s a good baby,” Luci said. “They both are. Butterbean is just very active and wants to explore. It’s all I can do to keep up.”

“I’m looking for a little perspective,” I said in answer to her earlier question. “I’ve got a baking gig one day a week for two hours each time. It’s over the next four weeks unless something changes. So I’m available all the other days if you need help.”

“Oh!” she said, sitting down suddenly on the couch.

“What?” I asked. “I’m sorry. Is that not okay. You don’t have to.”

“No!” she put up a hand to stop me. “It’s just so much more than I could possibly ask.”

“You didn’t ask,” I smiled broadly, hugging Nugget to my chest. “I offered. And your little Hobbits will learn all about the Shire and whatever else you want. I love Tolkien, Butcher, Lackey, Sanderson, Gaiman, and Hobb. To name a few,” I laughed.

I finished with the diaper and snuggled Nugget close for a moment before handing her to her mother. Butterbean was moving around, so I went to sit nearby.

“McKenzy, will you come sit with me so he knows I’m safe?” I asked. “Although I’m not sure you’re a very good judge of character if you don’t think Tolkien is great.”

He laughed and sat facing me. I leaned against the couch, and he stretched his long legs to brace his feet next to me. I tried to ignore his body heat seeping through my yoga pants.

Ignore the frat boy rockstar and make friends with the little guy peeking at you over the playpen. I smiled, and he looked down. McKenzy slid forward to put his face near mine.

“Hey, Butterbean, this is my friend Dahlia. She’s really nice. You want to get out and play with us?” he asked.

Butterbean nodded slowly and reached his little arms out to be lifted. McKenzy lifted him out and put him on the carpet between us. He moved to make a barrier with our legs, and I made sure I kept my eyes on the child. 

He babbled in toddler talk, and I looked over at McKenzy to see if he understood, but he shrugged. Butterbean toddled over to put his hands on both sides of my face. McKenzy opened his mouth to tell me something, but before he could, two little fingers were in my mouth.

“Oh,” I laughed as the other hand went right for my cleavage.

“Luci, this kid is a lady’s man,” McKenzy said. “Three seconds, and he’s got one hand full of boobs and the other in her mouth.”

“Yeah, he’s got a thing for boobs. Sorry, Dahlia. I should’ve warned you. He’ll lay his head right on your chest and squish them with his hands,” she said.

McKenzy smirked, and I felt sure he had some smartass remark to make, but whatever it was he kept to himself. Instead, he moved forward to pull Butterbean away. It was exactly the wrong thing to do because the boy was apparently very sure of what he wanted. He let out a wail of frustration.

“He wasn’t hurting me,” I said as he walked determinedly back over to me. He gave McKenzy a satisfied look when he made it back to me and laid his head on my chest.

“He’s taunting me, Loo-Loo,” he said. “Your child is not only a player; he’s a bully.”

“Why, because he’s making time with the one woman in this town that isn’t falling all over you?” she smirked.

My cheeks heated as he grinned at her.

“Maybe. But he’s definitely decided he’s a fan,” he said.

“Yeah. They both seem to be,” she said.

“I don’t want to say I told you so, but I did,” Starla said.

“You did,” Luci replied before looking over at me. “I just don’t feel right not paying you.”

“I’m not....”

“Let me cover it,” McKenzy said.

“...worried about it,” I finished.

“I want to help,” he said, looking at Luci and not at me. “And I’m filling your cabinets up too, or I’m telling Grandpa and Rhaine you aren’t eating.”

“That’s blackmail,” she gasped.

“Yeah. If there’s one thing the music industry has taught me, it’s that you don’t get far by playing fair,” he said, and though he was joking, there was a hardness to the words that wasn’t a joke.

“Yeah?” she retorted. “What does?”

“Ruthlessness,” he said flatly, clearly not joking at all.

“Oh honey, that was never who you were,” she said. “You pour your heart into your music with every word.”

“I’ve learned to parcel myself out so I don’t lose pieces I can’t live without,” he said. “What do you need from the store? I’ll go now before Grandpa finds more grass for me to cut.”

“He had McAlister out there earlier this week before you got here,” she laughed. “I have no idea. If Dahlia plans to be here, she might have a better idea of what she’d want.”

“Oh,” I said
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