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Guidance






One of the joys of being a publisher
is helping the author—in this case Char Dafoe—bring to life their
characters and the world they inhabit. In contemporary romance,
that world is our own present day. Among the many debates within
the contemporary romance community is the question of how “real”
that world, as a work of fiction, should be portrayed.

As with other in the LGBT+
community, and the world at large, some of the characters in
Country At Heart deal
with issues of depression and self-harm. Because these issues have
shaped who the characters are within their world, Char chose to
depict that struggle realistically. We at Painted Hearts Publishing
fully support that decision, but also realize that some readers may
find some of the content triggering. If you are such a reader and
feel Country At Heart is not for you, we would invite you to check out another of
Char’s works as an alternative.

If you’re someone struggling with
these issues, know that you are loved and you matter. There are
resources available to help you, even if all you need is someone to
listen:

The Trevor Project: (call)
1-866-488-7386 or (text) START to 678-678.

Trans Lifeline: US (877) 565-8860 /
Canada (877) 330-6366

National Suicide Lifeline:
1-800-273-8255












A Note to Love

 


Get someone who hunts and
searches for the perfect heart-shaped leaf to give you

Find someone who picks you
wild flowers on the side of the road

Fall for someone who rubs
your feet and makes you breakfast in bed

Cherish someone who leaves
little love notes hidden in the most precious places

Lust for someone who falls
asleep with their head in your lap, knowing how vulnerable they are
to you in that moment

Love someone who sets up
candles in the shape of a heart and drops down to one knee to
propose a happily ever after

And lastly, hold on to
someone who holds your hand on your good days, makes you laugh on
your bad days, and fills your entire life with an overwhelming,
all-consuming, can’t-live-without-you, love.












Dedication






I dedicate this love story to the ones
who suffer in the daylight, masking their pain with jokes while
keeping their idle hands busy to ward off their demons. I dedicate
this love story to the ones who dread the night because their
anxiety chokes them, suffocating them, reminding them how unworthy
and how much of a burden they are on others. I dedicate this love
story to the ones who walk that fine line between life and death
and have attempted to cross that line to the point of no return. I
especially dedicate this love story to all the souls who did cross
that line and went peacefully into the night, never to
return.

And lastly, I dedicate this love story
to Jordan R.

R.I.P.






 



Prologue

 


 


2006…

 


 


With her feet stubbornly
planted firmly on the floor of her summer home bedroom, staring at
her Strawberry Shortcake
comforter, Holly was not ready to go home back to
the city. Another summer had ended and she was now forced to leave
her aunt and uncle’s home in Rosewynd and head back to Calgary
before school started. Holly hated leaving Rosewynd, loving the
country life more than the overcrowded and polluted city life. She
was even more reluctant to go because she was terrified of starting
junior high in September.

“Let’s go, Holly,” her
mother called out from the front entrance of the small house owned
by her sister, Lily, and brother-in-law, Andrew.

Holly huffed and picked up her
suitcase before taking one last glance around the room she
considered her haven. She stepped out into the hallway and slowly
made her way to the front of the house where her parents, Julia and
Jay, were standing, talking to her aunt and uncle.

Her uncle was the first to notice
Holly, who was dragging her feet, and he smiled knowingly as he met
her halfway and took the suitcase from her.

“Don’t be too sad,
sweetie. A new school means new friends, and besides, you’ll be
back here before you know it.” He patted her head and took her
suitcase outside and into the waiting car.

“C’mere, sweet girl,” her
aunt crooned and wrapped her up in a tight hug. “We’ll still be
here next summer, and your bedroom will be here, too.” A kiss was
placed on top of Holly’s head.

Holly knew it was all true, but that
dreadful, homesick feeling she’d get every time she had to leave
made her feel like her world was coming to an end. Being eleven and
on the cusp of puberty made for pretty dramatic feelings and
scenarios to conjure up inside. The older Holly got, the more she
hated summer ending and the less she wanted to live with her
parents. She loved her parents but detested the city and the kind
of people who lived there.

Once the sorrowful goodbyes were had,
Holly found herself in the backseat of the car, waving sadly to her
aunt and uncle. The car drove down the dusty road toward the town
of Rosewynd, passing acres of farmland and the homes that resided
on them. The sparkle from the sun reflecting off the river caught
Holly’s eye and she smiled as she watched the beautiful water flow
in its endless stream. After a few minutes of driving and Holly
staring aimlessly out the car window, she turned her head to look
out the front window when her father pulled into the driveway of
Jessica and Tim Sampson’s place.

“What are we doing here?”
Holly asked.

Her mother turned and smiled. “Just
wanna say a quick hello to Jessica and Tim before we head back to
the city.”

Holly fell back against the seat and
folded her arms in defiance with a permanent pout engraved on her
cute, sweetheart face.

“Hey, now, don’t be like
that, Holly. It’ll only be a few minutes. Maybe Amanda will be
around and you can play with her,” her mother said, climbing out of
the car.

Holly guffawed at such an asinine
suggestion as she followed her mother close behind. “Mom, she’s
like, I dunno, a teenager. Why would she want to hang out with me?”
She never received an answer as she trotted after her parents and
up to the front door of the yellow and white, two-storied
house.

While they waited for someone to
answer the door, Holly fidgeted with her denim coverall shorts and
peered down at her dusty black and white Converse shoes. She
shrugged her shoulders, not really caring what she looked like. Her
blonde hair was pulled back into a high, very messy ponytail. Her
disheveled appearance was the result of helping out on the farm and
playing, running around to her heart’s content.

The door finally opened, Jessica and
Tim’s only daughter standing before them.

“Hello, Amanda, is your
mom or dad home?” Julia sweetly asked.

“Yeah, just in there.” She
opened the door farther, allowing everyone to walk inside. “Mom!”
she called out and closed the door.

Holly’s tummy clenched standing next
to the taller, older girl. She’d known Amanda most of her life but
never had a chance to actually get to know her. Holly was certain
of one thing, though—Amanda Sampson always produced butterflies in
Holly’s tummy. She assumed it was because Amanda was older, cooler,
and popular, intimidating Holly. Amanda’s parents came around the
corner and greeted everyone with hugs then invited them into the
kitchen. As soon as Holly saw the deck of cards sitting in the
middle of the kitchen table, she knew they were going to be there
for a while.

“Holly, can I get you
anything to drink?” Jessica asked as she prepared tea for
everyone.

Holly shrugged. “A pop is
okay.”

Jessica opened the fridge, pulled out
a can of root beer and handed it to Holly. She took it, then spun
on her heel and headed toward the living room until she was stopped
by her mother’s voice.

“Holly, are you forgetting
something?”

Holly turned back around and
sheepishly looked at Jessica. “Thank you.”

She quickly left the kitchen and
stopped dead at the sight of the long and lanky girl taking up most
of the couch. Amanda was sprawled out, limbs everywhere, watching
TV. Holly stiffly walked past the couch and took a seat in the
armchair. She then popped open her drink and took a sip, peering
over the rim at Amanda, who was chewing her nails, dressed in
baggy, long shorts and a sleeveless basketball shirt, watching
whatever was on the TV with stern interest. Holly glanced at the
screen, seeing a basketball game playing. She looked back at Amanda
and asked, “You play?”

Amanda nodded, never taking her eyes
off the screen as she furiously chewed on the skin around one of
her nails.

Holly resigned to the fact that she
wouldn’t get any conversation from Amanda, and her secret hopes to
get to know the girl vanished.

“You?” Amanda asked,
suddenly rousing and shocking Holly.

Her heart sped up and she blushed as
she lowered her head with a small shake of her head. She couldn’t
believe Amanda was talking to her. She took a sip of her cold
drink, more for distraction than anything else. Holly secretly
watched Amanda blow out a frustrated breath as she gathered her
long, stringy hair in one hand, emphasizing her small bicep. Holly
wondered if she was frustrated with the game, so she asked, “Things
not going well?”

Amanda let her head fall back against
the couch and shook her head. “No, my team is playing like
shit.”

“Language!” Jessica yelled
from the kitchen.

“Sorry!” Amanda shouted
back to her. She chuckled. “Sorry, I forgot you were a
kid.”

Holly hid the sting of that remark and
said, “I’m starting junior high this fall,” hoping that’d make her
appear more mature.

“Oh, yeah? That’s cool.
What are you, thirteen?”

Holly’s spirits lowered, suddenly
reminded how she was still very much a kid. “No. I’m
eleven.”

“Eleven? I could have
sworn you were closer to my age.” Amanda squinted at her,
reassessing the smaller and younger girl.

“I’m not that much
younger, you’re only fifteen.”

Amanda snorted. “Kid, I can do things
you can’t.”

“Like what?”

Amanda shrugged. “I can drive a car, a
quad, and I’ve been practising with the tractor. I can stay out
later than you, I can date. I can also work.”

Holly held on to every word Amanda
said, feeling drawn to the more mature, obviously stronger, girl.
She admired Amanda and wanted to be more like her, but in a dress
instead of the boy clothes that she so often had seen Amanda
wearing.

“What do you like to do?”
Amanda asked after returning from the kitchen with her own can of
pop. She popped it open and took a long gulp then
belched.

“Amanda Sampson!” her
mother shouted in a scolding tone from the kitchen
table.

Amanda laughed. “Excuse me,” she said
loudly enough for everyone to hear.

Holly had been in a fit of laughs and
she tried to calm herself so she could answer Amanda’s question.
“Um, I like to ride my bike, read, colour, and play with my
Barbies.” Her eyes widened after that slip about playing with
dolls. Surprisingly, she saw no judgement in Amanda’s
eyes.

“That’s cool. I used to
play with a few dolls when I was like, seven or eight.”

“You did?” Holly asked in
wonderment. She couldn’t fathom Amanda Sampson playing with
anything girly.

“Sure, but I always killed
them or had them run over or something.” Amanda laughed at the
horrified expression on Holly’s face. “Yeah, I never knew how to be
a ‘girl.’”

“But you are a girl,”
Holly stated.

Amanda shrugged then chugged the rest
of her drink, letting out a silent belch so as not to anger her
mother. “That’s what they keep telling me.” She fell back against
the couch and stared at the TV. Holly sensed, though, that Amanda
wasn’t paying attention as she appeared to be lost in
thought.

Holly felt their conversation was
over, so she scooted farther into the chair, tucked her legs under
herself, and watched the boring basketball game. Moments later, the
front door opened and Amanda’s oldest brother by five years, Josh,
walked inside the house.

“Dude, let’s go,” he said,
gesturing for Amanda to follow him outside.

Amanda’s lively energy seemed to have
returned and she jumped up from the couch then quickly threw on a
pair of cowboy boots—making her look ridiculous in Holly’s eyes
since she was in shorts—and headed for the front door.

Just as she grabbed hold of the door
handle, she stopped and threw a smile at Holly. “See ya around,
kid.” She closed the door and left with her brother.

Holly pivoted in her seat and pulled
the curtain to the side to watch Amanda climb inside her brother’s
truck and take off down the road. Holly couldn’t understand what
she had felt during the whole time she sat with Amanda, but she did
know that she liked the girl and wanted to be around her warm and
infectious energy.

Another hour passed and Holly’s
parents were finally ready to leave. In the car, Holly couldn’t
help but overhear her parents speaking to each other in hushed
tones. She leaned forward to hear better.

“I’m worried about Jessica
and Tim and how they’re dealing with Amanda,” her mother
said.

Holly frowned but kept
listening.

Holly’s father shrugged. “It’s not
like they can send her somewhere. I believe it’s who she really is.
You can’t stop it or control it.”

“Jessica seems to think
she can,” her mother said in an agitated tone.

Holly’s father reached out and placed
a loving hand on his wife’s arm. “Let’s hope and pray that they
accept their daughter for who she is. I’d hate to see Amanda hurt
because her parents can’t deal.”

“Do you think she’s gay?”
her mother asked. Holly’s eyes widened in shock. She didn’t quite
understand what “gay” meant, but she knew it wasn’t what her
parents were, either.

Tim gave his wife a look
that said, duh.
“I don’t want to pigeonhole her, but if we’re going by
characteristics and how she dresses, then I’d say to prepare for a
coming out party in the near future.”

“It doesn’t bother me. I’m
more bothered by Jessica’s feelings toward it all. She made it
sound like she’d give up on her only daughter if she was
different.” Holly watched as her mother lower her head and grab the
bridge of her nose before she spoke again. “I could never abandon
my little girl for anything. If…” Holly strained to hear when her
mother dropped her voice to a lower octave. “…I would still love
her and be there for her.”

For the rest of the car ride home back
to the city, Holly thought of nothing but Amanda and the
conversation she overheard. Being eleven was extremely frustrating
because she felt like she was stuck between something. Old enough
to understand certain things, but young enough where she was left
out. Holly huffed in frustration when she was reminded that she’d
have to wait another ten months before she got to see Amanda
Sampson again.

Maybe she’ll notice me
more because I’ll be in junior high and twelve.




Chapter One

 


 


2018, 12 years
later…

 


 


Holly Moon was the epitome of the
perfect sweetheart girl next door, and she lived up to that cliché
with her kind heart and adorable personality. Standing at
five-feet-two with thick, long blonde hair, a face shaped like a
heart with Nordic bright blue eyes, she could stop anyone in their
tracks, especially when she flashed a smile.

Holly had just turned twenty-three
years old this past Valentine’s and had been eagerly waiting for
summer to arrive so she could start living the life she knew she
was born to live. Holly had grown up in the western province of
Alberta, Canada that relied on farms and livestock to fill her
families’ dinner table and to keep the local supermarkets and
famer’s markets flourishing. Holly, however, never got to truly
experience farm and country life because her family always lived in
the city. She did, though, get to briefly experience that life
every summer since she was a child by visiting her Aunt Lily and
Uncle Andrew who had lived out in the country all their
lives.

Holly thrived on those few summer
months away from the busy, rushed, and over-crowded city life, only
to return home at the start of the school year melancholy. After
graduating high school, Holly vowed she would someday save up
enough money to buy her own piece of land and live how she wanted
to. Now, after having graduated college with a degree in
agricultural science, she felt it was time to go where her heart
truly lied—home on the farm.

For the time being while she saved up
for her future, Holly would be living with her aunt and uncle on
their farm. They lived just a klick away from Rosewynd, a small
town of twenty-five thousand, located just a couple hours outside
the major city of Calgary. Having secured a job as a cashier/stock
person at the local feed and supply farm store, Holly was hopeful
and quite excited to get her life in gear as she saved up for her
future. Her college friends, at one time or another, tried to
dissuade Holly from leaving the city that held more opportunities
than the country life. In other words, Holly knew they meant
socializing and dating. There were fewer lesbians in the back forty
than there were in the city, but Holly didn’t care. She wasn’t
uprooting her life to find love—although, she wouldn’t stop it from
happening—she was following her heart to a place that made it beat
strongly.

Holly always sensed she was different
ever since she and her best friend from junior high school kissed
in grade seven. They had done it to see what it was like to kiss
someone who wasn’t their parents. The fact that they were both
girls never struck them as odd. After that, Holly found herself
looking at girls differently, feeling more affectionate toward
them, and by the time she started grade eight at the age of
thirteen with raging hormones and a changing body, she secretly
lusted after the girls who acted and dressed like
tomboys.

Holly went years before she got to
kiss another girl and it wasn’t until her final year in high school
where she got a second chance with the star of the girls’
basketball team. She had been invited to a party after the team had
won five straight games in a row and they wanted to celebrate.
Holly had been nervous to attend because she wasn’t a loud
individual or someone to get crazy—that, and the fact that she had
a crush on a few of the team members. Midway through the night and
two wine coolers down, Holly found herself sitting by the fire
alone with the star of the team. Not many words were exchanged
before the kiss happened. She remembered being nervous as hell, but
as soon as she looked into the eyes of that girl, all her worries
melted away and she accepted whatever was going to happen. It was
her first real kiss. She could still recall the smell of beer on
her breath and the taste of her tongue. She could still feel the
heat that radiated off her body that mixed with the scent of her
body wash and shampoo. Sensations exploded inside her and for the
first time in her adolescence, Holly had been sexually
aroused.

Holly smiled at the memory as she sat
on the side of her bed with all her luggage on the floor,
surrounding her, packed and ready to be put in the trunk of her
car.

A knock on the door pulled her away
from her memories. She stood up just as her father walked
in.

“Hey, sweetie. You all
ready?”

Holly smiled at him, nodding happily.
She watched as his eyes distantly scanned her bedroom before they
settled back on her.

“My little girl is all
grown up.” He took in a deep breath and smiled sweetly at his
little girl with a shine to his eyes. “I’m very proud and happy for
you, sweetie.”

Holly blushed. “Thank you.”

“Well, I guess we can’t
put this off any longer.” He bent and picked up two suitcases while
Holly picked up the other two and followed him out into the
hallway.

Once all her luggage and a couple of
boxes were safely tucked away in the car, Holly stood awkwardly in
front of her parents, trying not to cry.

Julia stepped forward with tears in
her eyes. “Oh, honey, don’t cry because then you’re going to make
me cry.” She wrapped her arms around her daughter. “This is a happy
moment.” She let go and stroked her daughter’s hair. “Besides, it’s
only a few hours away and we’ll visit.”

Holly’s tears broke free but she
managed to smile. “Okay. You promise?”

Her father stepped forward and wrapped
her up in a tight hug. “With our hearts and souls, sweetie.” He let
her go and kissed her forehead. “Now, drive safe, don’t compete
with those ass—A-holes. Let them go around you and stay in the
far-right lane.”

Holly smiled, loving the secure,
overly protective father feeling he was giving her. “Yes, Daddy. I
will take my time.”

“Call us when you get
there,” her mother demanded. Holly nodded. “I mean it, Holly Esther
Moon. I don’t care what time it is.”

Holly crinkled her nose up at her
mother’s use of her middle name that she detested. “I promise, Mom,
I’ll call.”

After more hugs, kisses, demands to
call, and one last check to her tires and under the hood by her
father, Holly was finally on the road, heading in a direction she
craved to go all her life and to finally stay.

Two hours later, Holly pulled into the
circular driveway to her aunt and uncle’s long, one-level
farmhouse. She quickly hopped out of the car and stood by it,
peering over the roof at the wide porch that ran the length of the
house and at all the beautiful flowers inside the many hanging
pots. Dusk had settled, making the little solar lights light up
that were scattered throughout the driveway and all in the flower
gardens on each side of the wide stairs leading up to the front
door. Cozy and inviting was the perfect description that came to
Holly’s mind as she smiled lovingly at the home she’d always felt
welcomed in for many, many years. She was a happy, excited kid,
bouncing with glee on the inside because she got to stay here
permanently without the dread of September’s approach.

The front screen door creaked opened
as Holly’s Aunt Lily came out, followed by her Uncle
Andrew.

“Holly! You’re finally
here!” her aunt happily shrieked as she bounded down the steps.
Holly met her halfway and they joined in a big hug. “Oh, you’re so
beautiful,” Lily crooned as she grasped Holly’s face and looked her
all over.

Andrew playfully swatted his wife out
of the way so he could have his turn gushing over his beautiful
niece. He embraced her gently and kissed her hair. “Finally! And no
more leaving us at the end of summer.”

Holly couldn’t have been any happier
than right in that moment. Her heart wanted to burst because these
people, whom she loved and loved her, understood what Holly had
been wanting, dreaming of all her life. “I can’t wait.”

“You have some bags?”
Andrew asked.

Holly glanced back at her car before
saying, “Yes, four bags and two boxes.”

Everyone pitched in and before she
knew it, Holly was standing in the middle of her summer childhood
bedroom with all her earthly possessions around her. She chuckled
when she spotted the new and grown-up comforter. Her aunt had
switched it out from the pink Strawberry Shortcake to a
sophisticated royal purple with black swirly designs printed on
it.

Her aunt knocked softly on the opened
door and walked into the room. “Everything to your
likings?”

“Oh, it’s absolutely
perfect. Thank you for the new blanket, even though I didn’t have a
problem with Strawberry Shortcake,” she said with a
wink.

Lily chuckled. “Well, as cute as it
was, I wanted you to have something a little more mature, just in
case.”

Holly slightly frowned at that. “In
case of what?”

Lily shrugged nonchalantly as she
started opening up a box, peering inside. “Ya never know when
lightning will strike.” She pulled out a picture frame with a photo
of Holly and her college friends.

“You’re being rather
mysterious, auntie.” Holly moved closer and started working on the
second box. “Usually that phrase is indicated towards love. Do you
have an eligible suitor lined up for me already?” She was joking
but her mouth dropped open when her aunt didn’t deny it as her
mouth twitched with amusement. “Aunt Lily! I did not come back here
to play the bachelorette game,” she huffed and dug her fists on her
hips in defiance.

Lily laughed. “I never said anything
of the sorts. All I said was that lightning could strike.” She
patted Holly on the bum before she picked up a suitcase, plopped it
on the bed, and began putting Holly’s unmentionables away in the
dresser.

“Hey, I can take care of
my own underwear, you know,” she sassed.

“Sweetie, I’ve been
washing your panties and bras for years. Nothing to hide or be
ashamed of.”

An hour later, Holly sat at the old
yet sturdy kitchen table watching her aunt putter around the
kitchen as she cut up slices of the peach pie she had baked.
Holly’s mouth salivated when she added a scoop of French vanilla
ice cream next to the steaming slice. Her eyes bugged out when the
plate was set right in front of her. “Eat up, sweet girl.” Her aunt
kissed the top of her head and sat down across from her next to her
husband.

“So yummy,” Holly said
with a mouthful.

“I’m happy you like it. I
know the boys certainly can’t get enough of my pie.”

Holly set her fork down and picked up
the glass of milk before asking, “Who’s the boys?”

Lily swallowed. “Josh, Howard—but call
him Howie, he hates his full name—and Brayden.”

“Do they work on the farm
or something?” Holly asked. The last time she had visited was five
years ago and it was only her aunt and uncle who tended to the
farm.

Andrew spoke up. “We had to hire some
help since we’re not getting any younger. They’ve been working for
us for a couple years now.” Andrew smiled at Holly, sensing her
discomfort of these newcomers. “It’s okay, hun, we’ve known them
all their lives. You’ve met them, actually, a few
times.”

“Oh, where?” Holly asked
and picked up her fork for more pie.

Lily hummed as she thought about it,
“Oh, over the years you’ve probably run into them at the farmer’s
market and the annual carnival.” She took a mouthful of ice cream,
swallowed then said, “Most likely at the annual mud bogging event,
too.”

Holly fondly remembered mud bogging.
It was an event held every year out in some farmer’s field with
tons and tons of mud that contestants raced in with their jacked-up
trucks and over-sized tires. It was rather messy and so much fun.
Holly remembered camping out in the field after the event with
friends the last summer she spent here.

“Really? Cool.” She
finished off her pie and ice cream then asked, “Are they brothers?”
Holly was having a hard time placing three boys who she
sporadically ran into throughout the years.

Andrew spoke up. “Brothers and—” His
sentence was cut off by a swift nudge to the ribs by his
wife.

Holly suspiciously watched the silent
conversation happening between her aunt and uncle. It appeared her
aunt was trying to keep a secret.

Andrew looked at Holly with a tight
smile. “Yes, they’re related.” He then lowered his head and
finished off his pie in silence.

Holly glanced at her aunt, who, too,
held an uncomfortable but sneaky grin on her face. She figured in
time and maybe with gentle prodding, Holly could coax out whatever
secret these two were hiding. Holly didn’t mind the fact that there
could be someone out there for her, ready and waiting, on her
aunt’s command, but it wasn’t why she moved here. She wanted to
start her life her way, her rules, and not have to split her time
and attention on a new relationship. Not that she had much
experience with relationships. One breathtaking kiss in high school
and one short-lived relationship in college that didn’t even get
her sex. Holly was a virgin who was in no hurry to change
that.


Chapter Two

 


 


 


The following morning, Holly rose with
a smile on her face. She slept peacefully and woke feeling rested
and energized. She threw the blankets off, padded barefoot over to
one of the two windows in her bedroom, and opened it up. She rested
her elbows on the ledge, loving the fact there were no screens, and
stuck her head outside. The breeze was cool as the sun had just
passed the horizon, making its ascent toward the sky. Beautiful
oranges and pinks painted the blue above her head, birds sang their
morning song, and toads and crickets could be heard from
afar.

Distant voices permeated through the
gentle scene, unfolding before Holly’s eyes. She peered farther out
the window as she tried to see who was talking. All she could see
was one end of the barn that sat far away from the house with a
large field of canola between them. With her curiosity piqued to
see who these boys were, Holly quickly dressed then ran a hairbrush
through her long locks, brushed her teeth, before stepping out into
the hallway and headed for the front door. As she passed the
kitchen, her aunt’s voice called out. Holly detoured and went to
say good morning first.

She walked into the kitchen to find
her aunt flipping pancakes in a skillet. “Good morning.”

Lily turned and smiled. “Good morning,
sweetie. Did you sleep okay?”

Holly nodded then eyed the mountain of
pancakes that were already made, waiting, sitting on a plate. “Um,
you do know I still eat like a bird, right?”

Lily chuckled. “Yes, except when it
comes to any kind of pie.” She winked then plated the last of the
pancakes. “These are for the boys, and you too, if you’re
hungry.”

“I could have one,” she
said.

Her aunt opened up the fridge and
pulled out a new carton of chocolate milk. “Do you still drink this
in the morning?”

Holly’s heart swelled that her aunt
still remembered. “Yes, thank you.”

Holly never liked coffee or tea.
Chocolate milk or hot chocolate were her go-to drinks first thing
in the morning, always saying they coated her stomach since she
wasn’t a big eater. Holly whirled around when she heard the front
door open and a cacophony of voices filtered into the house. She
quickly moved out of the way when three large bodies entered the
kitchen and all took seats at the table. She suddenly felt like the
size of Thumbelina next to all these brutes.

A cold glass of chocolate milk was
pressed into her hand as her aunt said, “Here, honey. Boys…” she
announced like a school teacher trying to get the classes
attention. All three stopped their chatter and looked up at her.
“I’d like to reintroduce to all of you my gorgeous and sweet niece,
Holly Moon.” Her aunt gave her a loving smile. “She’ll be living
here with us.”

Holly wanted to shrink down to the
size of Thumbelina just then. She shyly smiled as she was gently
tugged into her aunt’s arm. “Hi,” she meekly said, sure that she
was red.

They each stood up and took turns
introducing themselves.

“Hey, I’m Josh, nice to
finally officially meet you.” Holly inclined her head with a big
smile. Josh was tall and thin, but handsome. He seemed oddly
familiar to her but she couldn’t place where or why.

Another hand was held out to her and
she accepted. “How’s it goin’? The name’s Howie.” Holly remembered
to file that away and to not call him Howard.

The last of the three had to have been
over six-feet with a shaved undercut that emphasized his gorgeous,
smooth face. Holly had to peer far up at this one but not before
she admired the biceps in his sleeveless button-down. Holly had to
quickly compose herself as soon as he introduced himself because
she very quickly realized that he was a she.

“Hello, I’m Brayden, but
you can call me Bray. Your aunt and uncle have said a lot of great
things about you.” She smiled, making her dark brown eyes sparkle
and two adorably cute dimples to appear.

Jesus! Can she get any
more perfect?

Holly slipped her tiny
hand in Brayden’s larger, calloused hand and they shook. “Hi,
Brayden, I’m Holly.” She wanted to kick herself.
She already knows your name, moron!
Once the boys re-took their seats, Holly caught
the devilish grin on her aunt’s face. She suddenly realized that
Brayden was the possible lightning that could strike.

What a way to go,
though, Holly thought.

 


*****

 


Having no work for another few days,
Holly helped out on the farm. The smile on her face was permanent
while she picked raspberries with her aunt for the jam she’d
planned on making. The smile remained when they moved on to mucking
out the stalls for the cows they raised for beef. Every chore or
task was never too much for Holly because she was right where she
wanted to be.

All throughout the day she caught
herself stopping to watch Brayden work. She was extremely attracted
to Brayden and often times during the day, she tried to search the
recesses of her brain as to who Brayden was. She vaguely remembered
running into three siblings over the years at various functions but
she couldn’t remember Brayden.

Holly found her aunt in the garden out
front, and she walked over and crouched down. “Aunt Lily, can I ask
you a question?”

Lily continued to work but nodded her
head.

“Was Brayden ever around
whenever we bumped into them over the years?”

Lily smiled and looked up. “Sweetie,
she was the girl always hanging around her brothers or other boys.
She had long brown hair and was always covered in dirt or grass
stains, or something an animal left behind.”

Holly looked on at her aunt
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