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      “Cooper,” Bev said my name in that exasperated tone that made me realize she’d likely been speaking to me for several moments while I spaced out. “Calm your fidgets and give me a hand with these veggies.”

      I forced my fingers to stop tapping and turned to see Bev washing a bowl full of vegetables at the sink. “Sorry.” I grabbed the cutting board and a knife. Starting in on the carrots, I immediately calmed down and focused on the repetitive movements and not chopping off my fingers. “But did you see him? He’s hot, right?” I waggled my brows as Bev laughed.

      Bev wasn’t my biological mother, but she definitely held a top spot in my heart. Luckily, I had a good relationship with both of my parents, but at the age of twenty-five, I was grateful to Bev for providing me with my own space.

      Mom and Dad didn’t really understand why my brother, Dalton, and I were so insistent on moving out, but then we moved into a boardinghouse of sorts. Neither Dalton or I wanted to hurt our parents’ feelings, but living with your actual family at twenty-five and twenty-nine was a lot different than living with friends and a seventy-year-old woman. Bev’s home allowed us to be on our own, independent—mostly—and away from home which was necessary for both of us. Dalton and I loved our parents, but we’d lived with them long enough. After we both did stints in the dorms, and Dalton attempted to get his own private place, Bev’s was the perfect option.

      “Boy, you need to focus more on those veggies and less on what’s in that man’s jeans.” Bev chuckled as she popped me on the back of my head. “And I never know what you’re going to think qualifies as hot. The older guy, silver fox look doing it for you these days?” she asked as she snuck a peek out the window at the new neighbor. “Can’t say I’d kick him out of bed for eating crackers.” She shrugged. “But I’m not looking for a bedfellow. Jerry was enough for a lifetime. Long as I have my children here at the house, I’m satisfied.” She gave a little wink. “Nothing I can’t take care of by myself,” she added.

      “You go, girl.” I laughed. I hoped to be as vivacious and amazing at age seventy as Bev was. I threw another glance out the window. “He’s moving into Spinks’s Garage so he’s likely a mechanic and not at all gay.” I sighed dramatically. Honestly, guys my dad’s age usually didn’t do it for me, but this guy was completely drool-worthy. Silver streaked through his light brown hair, broad shoulders, trim waist. Poster boy for the dad bod physique. And when had I ever found that hot?

      “Since when can mechanics not be gay?” Bev bumped my hip.

      “Okay, okay, I’m stereotyping.” I finished the carrots and moved on to the tomatoes. “Mmm, gay or not, he’s definitely better visual stimulation than old man Spinks ever was.”

      “Don’t go stimulating anything in my kitchen, child. Not in front of my salad. You keep that to yourself.” She chuckled at her little joke.

      Dear Lord, had she seen a meme or gif with the salad quote? I wouldn’t put it past her. And right at that moment, I was reminded exactly why living at Remington Place was the perfect situation for me.

      For all intents and purposes, Bev was our landlord, but she lived in the house too. The house was an amazing old Victorian style home which Bev had bought with plans to turn it into a bed and breakfast. But she’d changed her mind when she realized how many college kids were looking for safe and affordable places to stay. So, she turned 69069 at the corner of Remington Way and Pleasure Boulevard into a boardinghouse of sorts. No shit, there was no way I could make up that house number and those street names.

      Dalton and I, plus our best friend, Spencer, were Bev’s first boarders at Remington Place—the name of her house—about three years ago. Dalton’s girlfriend, Gabby, had recently moved in as well. For the time being, Dalton and Gabby shared an upstairs room, Spencer had the largest single room—which meant he would eventually have to have a roommate. I had the smallest room and it was best set up for a single occupant—but two twin beds could squeeze in if needed. Bev had the downstairs bedroom and bathroom combo. There was one room upstairs that could house two renters.

      Bev had bought the house before her late husband, Jerry, passed away, but she didn’t do anything with it until about five years ago. She’d been accustomed to moving from place to place with her parents as a child because they moved a lot for their jobs. Then she married Jerry at age seventeen and became an instant military wife which meant she continued moving around a lot.

      Having a permanent place to call her own and kids like Dalton, Spencer, and me to fill it—she and Jerry had never been able to have kids—meant the world to Bev. She didn’t need the money, but she charged us a fair rent to cover our room, utilities, and meals. We helped with upkeep as needed—or actually, Spencer helped with upkeep mostly. He was in construction and could fix just about anything that needed fixing.

      Dalton and Gabby both had some sort of office jobs. I wasn’t completely sure what they did, but I knew it had to do with numbers and they’d met at work.

      Numbers were something I hated. I’d been born premature and spent most of my childhood being labeled behind on developmental milestones. With a preschool teacher for a mother—and being held back to repeat Kindergarten—I eventually caught up, although math still haunted me—much to the chagrin of my math teacher father. While several labels dropped away as I got older, I still carried around dyscalculia and ADHD. Basically, I sucked with numbers, had no filter, never shut up, and never sat still.

      “We should make plans to go welcome him to the neighborhood,” Bev said as she slid a lasagna in the oven. “Let’s do a casserole, salad, and cake. We’ll take it over tomorrow.” She nodded as if it was all decided.

      I knew I’d be the one helping with the meal for our new hot neighbor. Dalton and Gabby worked long hours and spent most of their down time hiding in their bedroom on the third floor. Spencer worked long and sometimes odd hours depending on what projects he had. If he was around, he’d hang with me and Bev, but he also opted for solo meals at his favorite diner and a lot of quiet time.

      Spence had a lot of pain in his past that carried over to his present. I really wished the guy would believe that he could count on Dalton and me—wished he’d stop being so hard on himself and believe that he was worthy of good things.

      I had a feeling that Spencer wouldn’t learn to love himself until he found that perfect someone to show him it was okay. And honestly, I sometimes wondered if that person was out there for my broody and broken friend.

      I tossed the tomatoes into the salad bowl and started on the broccoli and cauliflower. Bev and I would eat dinner and she’d make plates for everyone else with the leftovers. I loved our tiny little clan of chosen family, but I wasn’t against growing our crew with new boarders as long as everyone could be respectful. Living with a large group of friends-turned-family was sometimes just as frustrating and hard as living with parents.

      “How’s the job hunt going?” Bev asked as she poured two glasses of sweet tea and gestured toward the large, open veranda where we often sat on the facing swings.

      I took the glass and we made our way to the porch. Hoping to not be too obvious, I took the swing that would allow me the most glimpses of the hottie next door. Bev wasn’t fooled though and she rolled her eyes and chuckled as she took the other swing.

      “Job hunt continues. I’m almost considering going down to the Wishing Well to see if they’d be interested in a dancer.” I took a sip of tea. “Hell, at this point, I’d be willing to give blow jobs on the corner outside of the bar if it earned me some money.”

      Bev groaned. “Child, don’t even with me. First of all, you know I’m flexible on the rent.”

      “I know,” I interrupted, “but you already charge the lowest rent in town for one of the most amazing spaces. I’m not going to short you.”

      She waved off my concern. I did know that she’d let me slide if I couldn’t come up with rent, but my entire life had left me feeling dumb and irresponsible. I’d never felt successful and that was my biggest goal at this point in my life.

      “Second, I don’t really think giving oral on the corner outside the Wishing Well bar is the best way to pad your resume if you’re still wanting to open up your own preschool.” Bev’s short, ample legs swung from the swing, her usual day dress and apron fluttering in the breeze. She was sharp and witty, but definitely had never left the era of housewife fashion.

      I laughed. “Truth. I’m guessing most families would prefer their preschool owner not pimp themselves out for rent money if at all possible.” Pushing back with my toes, I let the swing fall as I enjoyed the back and forth movement. Swinging was something I could always count on to calm my fidgets. Yes, the medication I took for ADHD helped a lot and I was glad I had that as an option, but keeping my hands busy, swinging, and dancing were all good non-chemical techniques as well.

      “What’s the issue with the job?” Bev asked and I forced myself to stop staring at the house next door hoping that the silver fox daddy would make another appearance. He’d moved in a few days ago and then disappeared, but he was back today and looked to be trying to break a world record for how much work one man could do in a day.

      I sighed. “The hours. I need early morning and late afternoon, could do some evenings. But with my school work and practicum hours, I can’t work a regular eight-hour day.” I ran a hand through my messy bleach-blond hair. “I know I could try to get overnight shifts or work whole weekends, but I kinda already struggle to keep up with school work and lack of sleep messes with my brain.”

      Bev stood and made her way to my side. “I’m going to check the lasagna.” Her deep brown skin felt like a warm hug against my pale complexion as she patted my arm. “Now about those hours. I’m going to say no. I’ll put my foot down on that one. You aren’t working overnight or weekends. School is too important.” She took my empty glass. “And don’t think I won’t call Robby and Celeste to let them know you need some money.”

      I gasped and pretended to be offended. “You wouldn’t!”

      “I would. I know those parents of yours don’t completely understand your need to live here and do things on your own. I do get why you want to be independent and prove you can be responsible.” She reached up and brushed a strand of hair from my forehead. “But your main goal right now should be getting through school. Robby and Celeste don’t want to see you struggle any more than I do. You’ll figure something out. And if you don’t, I’ll either pause your rent or contact your parents. Your choice.”

      I huffed. “You’re an evil old woman.”

      Bev cackled as she walked back into the house.

      Letting the swing continue to calm me, I watched as the man next door carried boxes into the house as if he was racing a time clock.

      I’d grown up helping my mom in her preschool classroom and all I’d ever wanted to do since I was old enough to know about jobs was be a preschool teacher. But lately, my goal had extended to owning a preschool. I wanted to be sure the children my school served were treated with dignity and respect no matter their struggles or labels. I never wanted a kid to feel less than because they were different than other students. And I wanted the children who faced challenges—whether the same as I faced or one of a million other obstacles—to know they were loved and good enough no matter what.

      My parents had shown me nothing but love and support my entire life. I’d had a few great teachers. But I’d also had some terrible ones. I never wanted children in my care to feel like their inability to sit still or be quiet or make sense of numbers was their fault or something that made them bad.

      But in order to open my own preschool one day, I needed to finish my double major in early childhood education and business. To do those things, I needed to keep up with my homework and gather the required number of on-the-job training hours at the preschool where I was doing my practicum for the school year.

      Then I could look into starting my own school.

      But until I conquered all that, I needed a job with early morning and afternoon hours. Even the occasional evening hours would work. But nowhere I’d applied around town had the right options for what I needed.

      I stared at the house next door where old man Spinks used to live and run his auto repair shop. Was the new guy going to keep the business going? Too bad I didn’t have a mechanical bone in my body or I could see if he’d need some part time work. I snorted. The last time I’d taken my car to get the oil changed, I’d been unable to answer the question What kind of car is it with anything other than A white one. A job working with vehicles and tools was likely not the best option for me.

      When hottie-potottie next door paused to pull up his shirt and wipe his face, exposing the perfect dad-bod abs—not super defined, but definitely not flabby—sprinkled with salt-n-pepper hair, I bit my lip. Maybe a job next door wasn’t in the cards for me, but I damn sure needed to meet the man.

      He’s probably married.

      Definitely not gay.

      I rolled my eyes at myself and shrugged. Who cared? He didn’t need to be single for me to gather plenty of jerk-off material. Not like I was looking for a marriage proposal anytime soon anyway.

      With a laugh and a final longing glance next door, I went inside to help Bev finish preparing our dinner.
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      “Hey, man,” I answered when I saw my best friend’s name on the phone screen. I accepted the call and popped the phone into my shirt pocket. “Gotcha on speaker phone. Trying to get as much done as possible while Hadley naps.”

      My just-turned-five-year-old granddaughter, Hadley Nicole, didn’t often take naps anymore, but I was determined to take advantage of her exhaustion from the long drive. If I was figuring right, I likely had about another hour before she would wake up and my production rate would drop like a brick.

      “I’m coming over later,” the voice I’d known as well as my own for the past thirty-ish years filled the air as I carried boxes from the truck. Some into the shop, some into the house, making sure to never be too far away from the baby-monitor in case Hadley needed me. “Save some work for me. You know I always wanted to see inside Old Man Spinks’s house. And I’ve got a surprise for you.”

      I laughed. “Not sure surprises are what I need right now.” Five years of grief, guilt, and extreme fatigue made me see surprises with anxious eyes.

      “Well, what do you need?”

      “A full night of sleep? All of these boxes unpacked? Spinks’s clients to stay on and keep me in business.” I sighed and stretched my back after a particularly heavy box. “Someone to help with Hadley—but the hours are shit.”

      “I can help with boxes. No problem. I’ve already heard talk around town; Spinks is giving you a lot of praise, I think most of the customers will stay.” He chuckled. “You need me to rock you to sleep and stroke your back? Not sure I can help with the sleep issues. Speaking of Hadley, you ask about some night shifts at the Wishing Well?”

      “Yeah, I think they’re going to use me as a bouncer a few nights a week, maybe a couple weekends—they said they could possibly do evenings so I’m not gone super late. Not tons of money, but any extra helps. Just have to find someone to cover Hadley—maybe dinner, but mostly bedtime and be there while she sleeps.”

      It seemed somewhat counterproductive to take a side job that would require me to pay a babysitter for my child. But Hadley needed the socialization and I needed the break.

      Sometimes I felt selfish for it, but I’d learned early on that I was a much better parent when I took care of me as well as Hadley. Plus, bouncing at the bar gave me the chance to meet people in town—yeah, I was moving back to my hometown of so many years ago, but there were a lot of new people around these days. The bouncer gig would also help me feel like I was doing something to assuage the guilt and anger I lived with.

      “Well, that’s kinda part of my surprise. I’ll tell you more about it when I get there.” The pause in the conversation told me I wasn’t necessarily going to like the next part. “How are you doing? Your therapist give you recs for someone to see here? You know I’ll help in whatever way I can and I’m so damned glad you’re back. But I know moving here isn’t the answer to all the hurt.”

      I hefted another box, feeling every one of my fifty years and then some. “Moving here is for the best. I needed away from the memories. I need a fresh start to give Hadley new memories; hell, she was an infant, she doesn’t have any memories of Nicole or Lauren.” I tossed the box on the work bench with a little more force than necessary. “Selfishly, I’d like to think the guilt and anger will magically disappear now that I’m back; all the pain will just go away.” I knew it was stupid to think that. Grief was a bitch no matter which way you sliced it.

      I paused outside the shop door, standing on the little patio and walkway that led between my new auto repair shop and the house. The house sat facing the street, the shop farther back from the road, and a large apron of asphalt for parking and three bays in the large garage.

      Old Man Spinks had owned the repair shop back when I was a teen. When I heard he was selling, I made a split-second decision to put in an offer and move back to my hometown. He sold me the house, the garage, and his portfolio of clients—I could only hope I was as successful as he’d always been.

      I glanced toward the huge Victorian house next door and caught a glimpse of a kid with wild blond hair, a tight tie-dyed t-shirt, and ripped skinny jeans. I chuckled. Even if that had been the style when I was a teen, I never would have been able to pull it off—especially not the earrings or the stud in his chin just under his bottom lip. Although, I’d been able to make a mean tight-roll on my jeans and I’d always rocked my Converse—funny how certain things were coming back in style.

      And making me feel old as fuck.

      I pulled up my shirt and wiped the sweat from my brow.

      “Therapy still helping with working through the issues with Nicole?”

      I groaned. “It’s really hard and shitty to try to fix a marriage when one of the participants is dead.”

      “Can’t imagine it’s easy; you kinda got hit with a double—no, triple—whammy.”

      I laughed with no humor. “Yeah, it sucks. Talking about Lauren sucks, but sometimes it seems like I’m working through that section of this shit a bit easier. Maybe. And it’s hard enough to sit and talk to a stranger about Nicole’s infidelity, her accusations of my detachment and disinterest, and her constant questioning of my sexuality. But try doing it when she’s dead—it’s like she’s blaming me for her cheating, but I can’t even defend myself or work through it because you can’t argue with a damn ghost.” I let out a long breath and went back to the truck. “We were supposed to have our first couples session the week after they died.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I guess I can see the importance of working through the issues for myself, but it’s really hard to not feel guilty when you’re angry at a dead person.”

      “Fuck man, I’m sorry.”

      That’s what I’d always appreciated about our friendship. Ever since we were sixteen, we’d been able to talk—like real talk—and I never felt judged. We knew shit about each other that no one else knew and we’d take it to our graves.

      “I’m pretty damn sure we were heading for divorce. She was right about me being detached. It felt like we’d lost whatever spark we did have a long time ago. Not even sure we ever had a spark, maybe just the friendship.” Nicole and I had been high school sweethearts, but we broke up when she went off to college and I went to trade school. We met up again years later and picked right back up where we’d left off. She’d always been a good friend and I did love her. Our struggle to get pregnant—when I’d never been sure I even wanted kids—had taken a toll. But when Lauren was born as Nicole and I neared our thirties, it had seemed like maybe things were looking up.

      My therapist had encouraged me to talk about my feelings for Nicole. She was a friend, a partner, a good mom to Lauren, and I enjoyed seeing her being a grandma to Hadley. Had she ever been the love of my life? My soulmate? Someone I craved? No. We were comfortable, but it was never that soul-searing, electric type of heat and attraction that fictional stories make you think are real.

      My daughter, Lauren, had been my little buddy from the very beginning. She and I were inseparable and never really had any parent/child issues. However, Lauren and Nicole went back and forth from the time Lauren was about eleven. We all three loved each other, but the dynamic between the three of us was very different. When Lauren got pregnant at seventeen, she and Nicole had a huge blow-up which ended in Lauren blurting out that Nicole was cheating on me.

      My wife of twenty-years had recoiled as if she’d been slapped, but she didn’t deny the accusation—it was more like she was pissed Lauren didn’t keep her secret or take her side. She’d gone to stay with her mother for a while.

      I’d been left at home with a teenage pregnancy and a very emotional daughter; but Lauren and I bucked up and made it through the rough patch. Looking back, I probably hadn’t been the best dad in the world during that time. I was facing marital issues that had been growing for a while and the emotional upheaval that came from watching your baby become a parent when you weren’t ready for them to be grown up.

      During one of our heart-to-hearts, Lauren provided some truths and insights I maybe at the time hadn’t been ready to hear. “Dad, I love you both, but neither of you have seemed happy for a very long time. I didn’t recognize it when I was little, but I see it now. You and Mom are friends and get along fine, but you’re not in love.” Lauren had picked at her bedspread while I sat on the desk chair in her room.

      “Couples grow and change. Not every couple will be madly in love their whole relationship,” I’d argued, although, I did wonder what it would be like to have that breathless excitement about someone.

      “I screwed up and got pregnant. I’m keeping the baby even if Jack isn’t going to stick around.” She’d snorted. “And let’s be honest, it’s for the best if he hightails it out of here and never looks back. He’s already saying he wants to sign over his rights.” She’d waved her hand. “But finding myself in this situation has given me the chance to grow up a lot in these last couple months.” She’d pursed her lips. “And I’m sorry I kept it from you and Mom for so long. I was scared.” She sighed and continued to pick at the thread on her bed. “I think you and Mom can be friends, but you both need something the other can’t give.”

      I’d been able to do nothing but stare at my kid as she went on.

      “I know, I know. Where was this mature, smart girl when she was getting mixed up with Jack and pregnant at seventeen?” Lauren had scoffed at herself.

      “You’re one of the best and smartest people I know,” I’d defended.

      “You have to say that, you’re my dad. But my point is, I think you and Mom owe it to yourselves to say goodbye—not forever, just let go of the marriage—so you can each find what you need.” Lauren had shrugged and given me a sad smile.

      “Well, according to you, your mom has already found what she needs,” I’d groused. I didn’t like the idea of Nicole with some other guy—mainly only because it meant I’d been distracted enough not to even realize she’d been sneaking around and unhappy. But the fact that I wasn’t devastated should have been a huge clue that things were over between us. If I’d been being honest with myself back then, things had been over for a very long time.

      Nicole had eventually come home to be with Lauren.

      I’d moved to a little apartment next to the repair shop where I was working.

      We’d agreed to a trial separation at least until we got Lauren through the pregnancy and gave her the first few months of settling into motherhood. Nicole and I weren’t dumb enough to think having a newborn in the house along with a teenage mom was going to make things with our marriage easier, but we did agree that we’d put off our problems for so many years, another little bit wasn’t going to make a difference.

      Lauren had turned eighteen and three months later, Hadley Nicole had come into the world and made me a grandpa at age forty-five.

      When Hadley was six months old, Lauren and Nicole wanted to go on a family outing. I’d recently seen Nicole on a date with her newest boyfriend—despite the fact that we’d said we’d at least give therapy a shot—and I had no desire to fake my way through a family outing despite the fact I’d been faking my way through my marriage. So, I’d offered to keep a fussy Hadley at home and let my wife and daughter have a girls’ day.

      They’d never come home.

      Hit by a drunk driver.

      In the blink of an eye, I’d become a widower and the father of an infant.

      Friends had come to help during that first few weeks. A few nice people from a church in town had helped with meals and babysitting Hadley—when I didn’t have her strapped to my chest what seemed like twenty-four-seven. She’d gone with me to therapy which had been planned for marriage counseling, but suddenly morphed into grief counseling.

      I’d somehow made it through the process of cremation and gathering my wife and daughter’s ashes, filling out the proper paperwork to claim their life insurance benefits, and speaking to a lawyer to make sure Hadley was legally my daughter so that her biological father could never take back his signed away rights and try to take her.

      I moved back into the home we’d all shared together, took the spare room, and reverted back to the man I’d been when Lauren was a baby. Hadley became my little shadow whenever possible and pretty much my only thought was to make her happy.

      For five years, I’d survived on autopilot. Hadley was my only focus. I’d been making good money at the shop so hiring a nanny wasn’t an issue. Hadley and I got by just fine. We were together every hour of the day if I wasn’t working and the baby loved Miss Margie who cared for her.

      Until one day, I realized I couldn’t live in that house any longer.

      The guilt. Was it my fault Nicole had been so unhappy? Was it my fault they were dead because I pushed them to go by themselves that day?

      The memories. Pictures of Lauren with Hadley at the park, on the porch swing, with Nicole on a walk. Those were hard. Harder still were the pictures of the three of us back when it was easy to pretend we were a happy family, a couple in love, rather than just two friends who probably had no business ever getting married and bringing a kid into the world.

      The ghosts. It felt as if I saw Nicole and Lauren everywhere. It was easy to stay mad at Nicole. But I missed my baby girl. I found myself talking to Lauren a lot and hoping she was okay with the way I was taking care of Hadley.

      The anger. It was too much and I didn’t know how to process it on top of everything else.

      The emotions were eating me alive and I needed out.

      Spinks’s house and garage being for sale were like a beacon of hope, a life saver in a storm I wasn’t even sure I wanted to be saved from—but I had no choice. Hadley was my child and I wouldn’t leave her alone. She’d already lost so much. I’d made the offer, signed the papers, packed up, and moved all within a week.

      I chuckled. Which was likely why I was so damn emotionally and physically exhausted.

      A voice prodded through my fog of memories. “You give any more thought to Nicole’s questions about your sexuality?”

      While we could usually talk about anything and everything, I wasn’t going there with him—not right then and maybe not ever. I clenched my jaw. “No. Moving through the grief and doing right by Hadley is my biggest goal right now.”

      He made some sort of noise that could have been an argument, could have been agreement. “Well, just don’t think your moving here means you’ve come here to wither up and die. You and Hadley have us now, and I’m making it my damned personal goal to make sure you live your life. I’m not going to play matchmaker—I realize that’s going to take time and be something only you can decide the who and what you’re ready for—but I’m not going to have you come here convinced you deserve to live like some shell.”

      Not really having an answer for that, I kept quiet for a moment. As I took a final box into the house, I heard movement on the baby monitor.

      Saved.

      For the time being.

      “Hey, could you save the surprise and the visit for tomorrow? Hadley’s awake and I need to take the moving truck back. Need to look into a few more possibilities for a nanny or at least a babysitter, too.”

      “Sure. You have any shop appointments tomorrow?”

      I snorted. “Not yet. I’m hoping to be up and running next week.”

      “Good. I’ll be over around lunchtime.”

      Once the call ended, I made my way to Hadley. Sitting in the middle of her new room playing with a doll and a truck, looking like the perfect mix of her mom and grandma with her dark brown curls and green eyes, she turned to look at me with a smile. “I woked up. Can we have snacks?”

      I laughed and sat down next to her. She climbed onto my lap and snuggled against my chest. How had the guy who wasn’t even sure he wanted kids become a father and grandfather and actually loved it? I wanted to be the best I could be for Hadley. Lauren had been a great kid, but I worried a lot of that was Nicole’s doing.

      Maybe I hadn’t been strict enough.

      Maybe I hadn’t set up enough routines and procedures.

      What if I screwed my granddaughter up?

      I couldn’t find it in myself to be super strict with Hadley or force her into routines and procedures.

      Hell, she was five. She was a good kid and pretty much went with the flow. Maybe she wasn’t the type of kid who needed strict or routines.

      She’d already lost so much—granted, she didn’t have any memories of Nicole or Lauren, only what I helped to keep alive in her mind—would I be able to make sure she had all the love and support she needed as she grew up?

      I kissed the top of her head and pushed down the wave of anxiety. I sure as hell hoped so. I knew I’d devote the rest of my life to making sure that little girl had what she needed.

      And what about you? What about that soul-searing, electric heat, madly in love feeling you’ve never had? Will you ever give yourself permission to have that?

      I cleared my throat and took a deep breath.

      Even contemplating that meant opening up a whole box of issues I didn’t have the emotional or mental strength to deal with.

      Not then.

      Maybe not ever.

      So, no.

      I’d make sure I got breaks and kept up with friends for socializing so I’d be the best me for Hadley.

      But there was way too much going on in my life—Hadley being the most important—for me to even allow thoughts of a love life to take root. Plus, who in their right mind would want a relationship with a fifty-year-old, single grandfather?

      “Let’s get you a snack. Then we’ll go on a drive to take the truck back.” I brushed Hadley’s sleep-mussed hair from her face.

      “Can we get cheeseburgers and French fries with ketchup?” she asked, her big green eyes blinking hopefully.

      “We need to eat healthier,” I said, but sighed. Cooking sounded like a total bitch since I had no idea which boxes held pots and pans. Plus, I needed to make a grocery trip. “But until we get settled, we’ll go for easy.”

      “Yay!” Hadley hopped up and rushed to the kitchen.

      At least I could get some fruits and veggies in her for a snack. Thank goodness I’d thought to pack a little cooler for the drive.

      “Apples, carrots, and milk for a snack. Then we’ll drive the big truck.” I found the cooler and started preparing the snack. If my head and body longed for a nap and a beer, they were just going to have to get over it and remember that we had a little girl to take care of.
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      “I think cheeseburger noodle casserole will be the best,” Bev said as she gathered the ingredients for one of her dishes that I particularly loved. “I saw a little one over there earlier this morning. If he’s got a child, cheesy noodles are always a good bet.”

      “No way he’s got a kid. He’s like fifty.” I wrinkled my nose.

      “Grandchild maybe?” Bev shrugged and set a pot of water to boil. “I think some green beans and a chocolate cake with vanilla cream icing, too,” she spoke to herself as she puttered around grabbing utensils and measuring cups. The woman could make the entire meal in her sleep, she simply let me help because I liked to be in the kitchen with her.

      “A mechanic and a grandfather? Dang,” I pretended to pout. “My chances are getting slimmer and slimmer.”

      “You know, for a smart, young gay man, you sure do have some preconceived notions. We already talked about the mechanic part. And a grandchild doesn’t mean hetero, not necessarily.” Bev swatted at me with a spatula. “Now, don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying I know anything about the man’s sexuality one way or another. I’m just saying don’t make assumptions.”

      “I’m not looking for a husband, just some eye candy. And if he’s gay and wants a fling, all the better,” I teased.

      “Hookups with neighbors can only lead to messy situations,” Bev said with a shake of her head and a smile that said she knew I’d never listen.

      “Look, all I’m saying is that he can lube my shaft and dip his stick anytime he wants and we’ll be good. Not like the guy has to be more than just a neighbor.”

      “My Lord, child. I don’t even want to know what you’re talking about,” Bev said sternly, but I saw her biting back a laugh.

      “What? He’s a mechanic, things in that profession sound dirty even when they aren’t. I know a dipstick is for oil changes. I have no clue what a mechanic actually does when he lubes a shaft, but the term makes for a lot of fun fantasies.” I dumped the noodles in the boiling water.

      “If he’s got a child, he likely doesn’t have a lot of time for dipsticking or shaft lubing.” Bev turned on the mixer as she poured flour into the cake mix.

      I laughed. The woman was amazing. She’d call me on my shit and join in at the same time. I’d been blessed to find her and I was beyond grateful to call her a friend. “Too bad he doesn’t have a kind, caring neighbor lady who likes children and may be available to help him occasionally free up his evenings for hot and heavy sex with the young twink next door.” I batted my lashes and smiled innocently.

      Bev cackled. “Maybe
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