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      The screams tore the air. High pitched and long, they sounded like someone was being stabbed.

      Kelsey’s head swiveled, like every other head in the store, until she found the source of the wail. Then she relaxed.

      It was just a normal little girl, maybe five years old, screaming her head off, but looking quite unharmed. Her head tipped back to make sure that the sounds radiated in every direction. Her straight dark hair slid down her back, looking as if it hadn’t made friends with a brush in a few too many days.

      “She’s upset.” Daniel commented in soft tones. He looked up at her from the basket of the shopping cart, his widened eyes and slightly opened bow mouth told what he thought. He watched, but that was all. Daniel had never been one to participate in anything resembling a tantrum, for which Kelsey was supremely grateful.

      Her eyes flicked back to the girl, as she let loose another wail. A store employee was rapidly making her way over to help, hands wringing nervously as she gamely pushed her way through the racks.

      As the girl took another gulp, Kelsey mentally closed her ears. She wanted to push her cart and her kids away, but something held her there. She needed little girls’ clothes for her own daughter, and she wasn’t about to let a screaming kid rule her decisions.

      This time the wail got through to Kelsey’s shut-off brain. Just as she had picked up the leg of a pair of bright blue jeans, the little voice spoke, “He is not my Daddy!”

      Well, that made her head snap around again. She barely registered the employee looking between the child and the father, but she saw that the little girl’s pants were too short and too tight. Her shirt didn’t cover her belly when she tipped her head back to scream. She was unkempt, upset, and glaring daggers.

      The father instantly earned Kelsey’s sympathy. She wasn’t sure why she never believed that the little girl had been kidnapped. But she didn’t. And a father didn’t deserve to have his kid pull any of this on him—certainly not in public.

      She also felt supreme pity for his total lack of parenting skills. Otherwise, he looked strong and capable in fitted jeans and a t-shirt that showed off what he’d worked for. His deep brown eyes and straight nose looked like they belonged on a man who stood his ground. Her heart turned over for him as he stood with feet apart and shoulders straight as he held up a sweet little outfit that was totally dwarfed by the sheer size of him. His dark hair slipped over one eye, only partially obscuring the red that crept across his face and appeared to be setting up permanent residence.

      Even though he was facing her down, the child had clearly won.

      “Look!” Allie held up a small doll. “Look!” Kelsey blinked for a moment. Only when her eyes landed on a nearby display did she realize that her pigtailed three-year-old had filched it as they passed. With a frown, she looked down and saw the shredded cardboard blister-pack. Well, that would have to get purchased.

      Now she needed to take the doll away, or get something comparable for Daniel, who had been an angel. There was no good way around that one. Except, maybe . . .

      “I don’t want new clothes!” The voice was rude, sharp, and tiny. At least the little girl wasn’t shrieking anymore.

      “Honey, those clothes are too small.” The father stood over her, his voice steady, although Kelsey wasn’t sure how he managed that.

      “My mommy bought me these clothes.” The little girl’s arms crossed over her chest and she clamped her jaw so tight Kelsey was certain that she’d hear little teeth grinding.

      Again his voice was soft, and this time full of defeat. “I know.” He absently hung up the outfit on the nearest rack and sighed.

      The store employee had disappeared, but Kelsey pushed her way through to them. They probably didn’t need her help, but she felt drawn in. Besides, there was that cute doll that she had to pay for and couldn’t let her daughter keep. “Allie, give me the dolly.”

      With a small pout that had Kelsey pressing her lips together, Allie handed over the doll and assumed her own cross-armed position. Kelsey ignored her.

      “Would she like this doll?” She was grateful that her voice didn’t shake like it wanted to.

      The father looked her square in the face, the first time he’d looked at someone since his daughter had started wailing in the middle of Target. Kelsey felt something tug inside. His eyes were a combination of grateful and exhausted, the deep brown riddled with shadows and regret. His voice sounded the way he looked. “You are more than welcome to try.”

      Daniel and Allie looked on with avid curiosity, while she leaned down to the little girl and held up the doll as bait. “Do you think you could help me out?”

      There was only a pout and glare as response.

      “I’m buying some clothes for Allie and maybe you could try on some of the same things.” Kelsey wiggled the doll, watching its pink nylon hair sway, and she got a great idea. Quickly, she stood and searched the cart, certain that the doll had come with a little plastic hairbrush.

      Grabbing it, she began brushing the doll’s hair as she walked back to the little girl. Brown eyes were watching her with interest although no other part of the small body had abandoned the furious stance. “This dolly really needs her hair brushed, can you help her?”

      Kelsey didn’t wait for an answer, just shoved the doll and brush into the little girl’s hands and turned past the father, offering a small smile. Grabbing the abandoned outfit from the rack she turned and carefully picked out the same clothes in Allie’s size.

      “Allie?” She held them up. “Do you like these?”

      Allie nodded vigorously and attempted to stand up in the cart. Kelsey held out a hand and shook her head. Allie promptly sat back down, but held her hands out for the clothes.

      Kelsey turned back to the little dark-haired girl. “Would you like to try some on, too?”

      She didn’t say ‘yes’, but neither did she protest, and Kelsey led the bunch through to the fitting rooms. Only as she walked in did she realize the father wasn’t allowed in the ladies’ fitting rooms. Kelsey started to explain, but he just shook his head.

      “If you can find out if they fit, then you are light years beyond me.”

      “Okay.” Kelsey felt as small as the word, but she plucked Allie then Daniel from the cart and reached out for the little girl’s hand. After a moment, there it was in her own. The little face was a little dirty, she noticed from up close, but she didn’t say anything. “What’s your name, honey?”

      The answer came from behind her in a masculine voice lined with a deep sigh, “Andie.”

      Kelsey felt her back stiffen. Not another Andy.

      Her hand must have jerked, because the little hand belonging to little Andie grasped a little tighter.

      With some resolve, she marched the three of them into the changing room and tried the clothes on the girls. As she had expected, little Andie bore no marks of abuse, just a need for a bath and new underwear. But she tried on the new clothes without much fuss, and Kelsey was pleased to see that the 5T size fit her perfectly.

      “Look!” Allie jumped exuberantly in the new outfit, eyeing Andie and smiling that they were dressed alike.

      “Let’s go show your Daddy.” Kelsey stood and walked out, three small children trailing her like ducks. Daniel solemn and sweet, Allie bubbly and charming, and Andie defiant as ever.

      Her father stood outside the doors, his head leaned back against a mirrored column, looking like the day had worn him down. He snapped up at the sight of his daughter wearing clothes that fit. He gave an obvious sigh of relief. “They’re great.”

      Kelsey smiled. One screaming fit averted for the day.

      “Andie,” She choked the name out and then pushed through the rest pleasantly, “I think Allie is going to just wear her new outfit.” She reached down and pulled the tags off to ring them up when they left.

      Andie motioned for her to do the same, but Kelsey pawned the job off on Daddy. “Can you stay out here with them? I’m going to go grab their old clothes.” She didn’t really wait for a reply. The pained expression on his face told her he was going to say ‘no’. So she simply smiled and didn’t let him.

      Kelsey gathered small clothes in her arms, and then stepped back out, handing Andie’s dad the too-small clothes, and wadding up Allie’s. She helped her own kids back in the cart and turned to speak over her shoulder. “She needs new underwear, too.”

      He panicked. “What size?”

      “She was in fours, so sixes should do it. They’re right over there.” She shrugged and pointed. “The size 5T fit her great, so you can pretty much pick up anything else that size and not worry about trying it on.”

      Again his shoulders worked through a sigh, and Kelsey felt a pang of pity for both of them. “Thank you.” He stuck out his hand, and gave her an odd look before shaking his head as though to clear the thought. “I’m JD. And I can’t tell you what a help you’ve been. How did you do it?”

      She shook his hand hoping she looked nonchalant. She wasn’t getting into any of that with a perfect stranger. “I’m Kelsey. Good luck.”

      She wheeled away thinking she needed a new seat cover in the car. She needed to replace one Daniel had ripped accidentally, and do it without upsetting him about the one he had ruined. He was sensitive that way, but no wonder.

      She browsed the automotive aisle a few minutes before trying to furtively place the blue Hawaiian slip cover under the cart. But Daniel saw it and his lip began to tremble. At moments like these she prayed that she wasn’t seeing vestiges of his father. But the problem was either there or it wasn’t; she knew that from experience. No amount of hope or help could change those facts. So she smiled and made the best of it.

      “I think we need to re-do the whole car. Maybe these ones with the frogs on them?” She pointed. At twenty bucks a pop they weren’t what she was planning on spending. But she could afford it. Just.

      Daniel smiled. “They have lizards, too, can we get some of each?”

      Allie spotted ladybugs and Kelsey smiled. So the car wouldn’t match. Those smiles were worth every penny. The four different covers were all black velvet, so Kelsey figured they wouldn’t embarrass her when she went to meetings.

      Just before she buried it, she pulled out the shred of cardboard with the barcode for the doll and put it with the tags from Allie’s clothes. This trip had turned far more expensive than she planned.

      Pushing the cart to the register, she mentally tallied how much they had spent and tried not to grimace. At least her kids were being well behaved.

      What the hell. “Who wants to get pizzas?”

      “Me!”

      “Me, too!”

      Allie jiggled like Jell-O with the prospect, and Kelsey made a mental note to strip off the new clothes before she handed over any pizza.

      A few minutes later, Kelsey had tucked the bags and the pizzas into the cart, filled up the drinks, and headed out to the car. Once she had everyone buckled, she pulled out of the parking lot, the passenger seat loaded down with bags. It made her sad the seat didn’t have her own Andy in it.

      “Mommy! My new shirt is pink.”

      “Yes, baby, it’s pretty.” She answered Allie with a pre-packaged smile, grateful to be distracted from memories of Andrew.

      “When we get home, can we put the new covers on the car seats?”

      “Well, Daniel, I think we need to eat dinner first.”

      Kelsey went back and forth with Daniel, trying to work out exactly when they could put the new covers on. She wasn’t sure quite when, but sometime during the conversation she noticed an old grey sedan following them. Andrew’s phrasing came to mind: an old Honda P.O.S. he’d always called them. Piece of shit. Kelsey had always argued in favor of any car that stayed on the road, functioning, for that long. But it figured—Andrew had never worried about money. He’d never understood it.

      The Honda followed them through the next few turns, ratcheting Kelsey’s anxiety up a notch every time it stayed close behind. She had her kids with her. She wouldn’t lead someone to her house. She considered driving on to the police station and made the decision just as she drove past her own garage.

      They lived in the corner house, so she swung to the right, ready to head around the block, when she noticed that the Honda had pulled into the condos that stood on the corner just behind her house.

      With a hiss of breath and a shake of her head, Kelsey cursed her own paranoia. It was only one of her neighbors. If she’d made any effort to get to know them better, she might very well have recognized the car and driver and never thought anything of it. Wasn’t that part of the reason she had moved here?

      “Okay kids! Out!” She unlocked all the doors and helped Allie down and over to the sidewalk before grabbing the pizza.

      “Why are we parked over here?” Daniel looked up with glassy eyes, worry shining bright.

      “Oh, I just felt like it.”

      He nodded, and traipsed off after Allie, only to both be called back. “Daniel, you can close your door, and everybody carries something.” The kids grumbled, but they knew the routine, and each picked up a bag and lugged it to the front door.

      Kelsey juggled what she was holding and got the front door unlocked. Just as she was marching the kids inside, she heard her name.

      She looked up to see JD from Target round the corner, wearing a true grin for the first time. “Kelsey? I thought you looked familiar.”

      She shooed the kids inside, and set down the groceries before stepping to the front porch and easing the door closed behind her. “You live there?” She pointed to the condos just behind her house.

      “Yeah, we just moved in.”

      He shook his head as if he didn’t know what to say, and she realized for the first time that he was younger than she had first taken him for, maybe mid-twenties. He looked nervous there with his hands shoved into the pockets of the jeans she now saw were a bit worn. His sneakers, too, had seen better days. He smiled and nodded, “Well, I’ll let you get to your dinner. Thanks again for all your help.”

      With that, he headed back to the condos and missed the vague, overly-polite smile that passed across her face.

      For a moment Kelsey tried to remember the last time she’d had a real smile.
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      Kelsey sat to one side of the table, with papers spread out across the blue plaid cloth. Two dirty Curious George placemats held place at the opposite end, but her work didn’t migrate that far. She had a headset perched over her ears.

      She let a sigh slip out as she punched the ‘Off’ button on the phone. She’d worked her butt off, but finally got a second appraiser to come in another ten thousand higher on the house. That meant her latest clients could close out their re-finance at a lower rate, because the equity in their house was now at twenty percent.

      She was glad the kids were out today. Their babysitter was going to be a high-school senior this coming fall, and was a gift from the angels. When Bethany went off to college, Kelsey had no idea where she’d turn. Bethany had taken the kids out of the house all day today, and after fighting for that estimate Kelsey was supremely thankful.

      She stood, stretching out her shoulders and rolling her neck. It was all coming together, and that was a good feeling. It meant an infusion of cash into her account soon. They could use it—they always could. She almost had enough saved up for a week at the beach.

      “Andie!” The angry, male voice punched through her senses. Though her brain registered that it wasn’t her own father yelling, it didn’t take the snap out of her spine.

      Out the window she saw little Andie from Target go running by, her long dark hair trailing behind her like a banner.

      Kelsey almost laughed out loud that she was still so programmed to jump when she heard that name. But she was on her feet and halfway to the sidewalk before she saw JD go running past, yelling Andie’s name again, his lean body in perfect form as his feet ate up pavement.

      “Wait!” She caught up to him, grabbing his arm and stopping his mad flight.

      “What?” He was breathing heavily, and clearly angry judging from the look on his face. But to his credit it slid behind a curtain of sheer fatigue. “She won’t brush her hair.”

      Just then, he noticed that Andie was nowhere in sight. His first response was to panic, but Kelsey’s fingers tightened around his arm, stopping him by her calm demeanor. Because it certainly wasn’t her strength that kept him there. “Don’t. She’ll just run further. She’s pretty safe here.”

      He still looked worried, so she tried again. “I saw her duck into the Hendersons’ yard. The worst that can happen is the yorkie will bark and Mrs. Henderson will feed her too many cookies.”

      “Okay.” His breath came in great gulps as he lowered himself to the curb. He planted his feet and let his arms rest across his knees. Only then did she realize that he was clenching a hairbrush hard enough to turn the knuckles of his left hand a vibrant white.

      For a moment Kelsey almost feared for little Andie’s safety. The words just fell out of her mouth. “Do I need to do a background check on you?”

      He gave a bark of laughter. “No.” But his head didn’t come up until a minute later when he asked if there was any way she could watch Andie for an hour or so while he went out.

      She didn’t mind, but . . . “Are you coming back?”

      He gave another long pause, scaring Kelsey. But when he finally answered, it wasn’t what she’d expected. “I’ll come back. I have to. But I could really use enough time to get shit-faced drunk and then sober up.” He gave a wan smile, letting her know this wasn’t his usual afternoon activity. Still Kelsey wondered what the hell she had gotten herself into.

      Before she could say anything, two little pairs of feet came pounding up to where she and JD sat on the edge of the sidewalk.

      “Mommy!” Allie’s voice broke the layer of despair that JD had brought with him and Kelsey looked up in time to see Daniel put an arm out, blocking his sister from running to Mom with the latest news of a day with Bethany.

      “Hey, Kelsey! They were great.” Bethany knew that the first thing Kelsey wanted was a report. “They both ate a good lunch.”

      “Is there any chance you can keep them a few hours longer?” Kelsey stood up and brushed off the backside of her jeans, looking at JD where his broad back still showed strength even through the cloak of exhaustion.

      Kelsey knew Bethany was saving to go to cheerleading camp over spring break, and that was a powerful incentive. But Kelsey had to be completely honest. “Let me tell you what you’re getting into first. You see the little girl peeking out from the hedge down there?”

      Bethany nodded, looking a little warier, and Kelsey thought that was a smart expression.

      “You’ll have her, too.” She turned to JD, “That is, if you want some company and to tell me the whole story.”

      “That sounds good.” His chocolate gaze shifted to Bethany, landing first on her sneakers and traveling up her longs legs and finally settling on her face, looking young and fresh and all the things Kelsey didn’t feel. His voice was calm but strong, “Let me warn you, she can be a handful.”

      Bethany looked back and forth between the two of them until she came to some kind of decision. “I’ll call my mom.”

      It was only after she’d shoved the phone back in her pocket, saying everything was fine, she could stay as late as she was needed, that Kelsey realized Bethany thought this was going to be a date.

      Kelsey shoved down the laugh trying to burble up. It was a date to find out if this man had kidnapped this little girl, and what the hell was going on. Kelsey didn’t remember what a real ‘date’ was, but she didn’t tell Bethany.

      JD was content to let Bethany and the now ecstatic Daniel and Allie go fetch little Andie. He handed over a few bills to cover the kids’ dinner and agreed to wait while Kelsey changed out of her T-shirt. After slinging on a light button-down blouse she followed him back to his place.

      They walked past her closed garage door and around the cinderblock wall that was just barely higher than the top of her head. His unit was on the end, and she followed him up the back stairs calling herself all kinds of fool as she did it. What if he was one of those incredibly handsome men who turned out to be a murderer or worse? While she didn’t believe it, what she’d seen led her to believe that things weren’t right.

      He pushed the back door open without bothering with a key, and only then did Kelsey remember that he had come bolting by after Andie, he probably hadn’t stopped to lock up. Sure enough, he still held the powder pink hairbrush in his grip.

      The house looked spotless. And nearly empty. An old blue couch sat on one side of the room opposite a large black TV. Every room she could see was done in décor she and her friends had always referred to as ‘early college’. He stopped in the middle of the room, his hands on his hips, as if challenging her to find faults. “We can order pizza or go out. Your choice.”

      She tilted her head, trying to read him. He truly seemed too tired to be dangerous. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

      “If you promise to help me until they take her back.”

      “Take her back?” That sent a shiver through her like bad lightning.

      He looked worse for wear than he had even a few minutes before, although Kelsey wouldn’t have thought that was possible. So she took a deep breath and didn’t say anything.

      Without a word—he didn’t look like he could really form one—JD wandered into the kitchen and opened the fridge to offer her a drink. But the fridge lit up like a bright beacon, illuminating the single bottle of beer and leftover McDonald’s boxes.

      Her voice cut through the darkness that existed inside the house even though it was bright day outside. “Oh, no. We’re going out. You look like you could use a decent meal.”

      “Okay.” He didn’t argue, just trudged upstairs saying something about changing. Kelsey looked around, feeling like such a mom. Here she was with a good-looking man and she was worried about his eating habits. Oh well, she had to be older than he was, and she couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t been a mom in some way. Maybe that’s why she had never become a wife.

      Just a few minutes later JD trotted back down the stairs looking much more presentable in khakis and a ribbed shirt. He had even traded up the dead Converse sneakers for Doc Martens. A half grin crinkled the corners of his eyes, “Yes, I do own clothing other than sneakers and jeans.”

      It added a handful of years to her estimate of his age. “Just how old are you?”

      Well, that just fell out of her mouth. Words and phrases and odd questions were coming out of her with no control lately. Every time they did, her spine stiffened just a little, waiting for the yell or the snap.

      But JD did neither. “I’ll be twenty-nine next month.”

      It was like her subconscious was searching for his break point and the words just fell out again, “The real twenty-nine or are you holding there?”

      He laughed. “The real twenty-nine. I promise next year I’ll turn thirty.”

      The laugh was the first sound of true enjoyment she had heard from him. His face lit up, his smile transforming him from simply good-looking to heart-breaking. It was certainly unexpected given the hangdog expression he had been wearing before.

      Just then the doorbell rang, immediately followed by a pounding noise, then a muffled yell. “JD! Open up!”

      Kelsey’s eyebrows rose right about the same time JD said, “Shit!” He turned to her. “What day is it?”

      “Tuesday.” She shied back a few feet.

      He threw open the door to reveal three guys who were the lifestyle brothers of the earlier JD. They all wore faded jeans, one with intricate tribal markings in black across the nearly white denim. Hair was in eyes and t-shirts ranged from old to mildly vulgar to muscle-baring.

      JD’s voice stopped her musings, “Guys, no practice tonight. But come in.” He held the door wide and ushered the now disgruntled looking band inside.

      And that, Kelsey realized, was exactly what they were: a band. She hadn’t noticed before, but there were guitars and cases slung over shoulders and hauled in tight fists.

      “You’re ditching practice for a chick?” The blond with the lip ring and tribalized jeans looked pissed. And, on him, pissed was a whole other level, Kelsey thought.

      JD shook his head. “The homeowner’s association called after last week. I told you we wouldn’t be able to practice here. We have to find somewhere new.”

      There was a chorus of “damn” and a few other choice words, followed by, “That kid has screwed with all our lives. Makes me want to keep it in my pants.”

      “I appreciate your support.” JD was getting angry, “But you don’t know the half of it.”

      “You’re leaving the band, aren’t you?” This from a blue-eyed younger version of JD; the guy had to be his brother.

      Not a one of them apologized to her for their language or even tried to introduce themselves, but she didn’t care. None of them was swearing at her, and polite introductions existed in a world her family had been forced to abandon a long time ago.

      “JD can’t leave the band. None of us can. We’re screwed without all four of us.” That was the blonde with the lip ring again.

      JD shook his head. “I’m not leaving the band. At least I don’t think I am.” That was met with groans and a few, ‘yeah, right’s. “I’m not practicing tonight because I am about two minutes from total meltdown. And because we don’t have anywhere to practice. Find a place for next week and I’ll find a way to be there.”

      At least now they looked disgruntled, which was a full phase better than pissed off. The counselors had always said disgruntled was very much in the realm of acceptable.

      Now that the group was generally calm, JD turned back to her. “Gentlemen, this is my neighbor Kelsey. She’s going to help me figure out how to deal with Andie.”

      Hadn’t she heard that phrase before? And wasn’t she always the best at ‘dealing with Andy’?

      His voice broke her thoughts. “This is Craig. He’s our bass, and one of our songwriters.” The blonde simply nodded at her, clearly still scoping out the situation and wondering if she was going to break up the band. Kelsey almost laughed out loud.

      “Alex, our drums.”

      Alex shook her hand and withheld judgment, just as he had withheld any words during the exchange.

      “And my little brother TJ. Lead vocals.”

      TJ smiled like a charm-shark, “Kelsey, nice to meet you. What are you doing with my brother here?”

      She started to reply, ‘feeding him’ but JD glared. “She’s my neighbor, so back off TJ.”

      Kelsey mentally inserted her own little cat growl into the conversation, then stifled a laugh.

      Inside a minute, he had them all ushered back out the door, and he turned to her as though trying to read her. Not that she thought that was going to happen anytime soon. He asked, “So, where are we going?”

      She pulled her keys out of her purse, “Somewhere with vegetables.”

      He winced, reminding her of the kid he was.

      “I promise I won’t feed you just squash for dinner.” She pulled his back door open, figuring to lead the way, “How does Italian sound?”

      “Actually, that sounds really good. I was afraid you were going to go vegan on me.”

      There wasn’t any conversation as she led him back around the cinderblock wall and to her garage door. He stepped in front of her and lifted the handle, swinging the door high without any of the effort it usually cost her. He even held her car door, which she added to his list of good qualities. Now if she could just figure out what was up with his daughter . . .

      He bounced a little in the passenger seat. “It’s comfier than I expected. What made you get a mini-van?”

      “Family of five to haul around.”

      He nodded absently and asked a little too casually, “Your husband willing to drive this?”

      She almost laughed, at him and at the question. “There’s no husband.”

      He smiled. “Good, you just never know what a guy might think if his wife was out in the mini-van with another man.”

      This time she did laugh. For the briefest of moments, she wondered why it felt so strange, then she realized it was because she hadn’t done that in over a year. She should thank JD, but then she’d have to explain, and she still wasn’t up to that. “Okay, dinner, and then you’re going to explain about your daughter.”

      He nodded. “And you’re going to tell me what you did the other day to get her to function. I really need help.”

      “I can see that.” She took a corner and waited at a light. All the while staying silent, hoping he would fill in the space.

      Finally, he did, but with another question of his own. “So, I only saw a family of three. Where are the other two?”

      It was casual enough that she knew he didn’t understand what he was asking. So she gave an honest response but told none of the real issues. “They aren’t here anymore.”

      She pulled up in front of the restaurant just as he commented. “Oh, but I’m supposed to spill my guts.”

      “If you want help with Andie.” She popped out of her side of the car and bee-lined for the front doors, not certain why that made her so upset. But it did.

      She’d have to be a good girl and examine those thoughts later, but right now she owed JD an apology. Stopping on a dime, she spun around to see him approaching with something akin to irritation on his face, although she couldn’t quite place the feeling she was reading. “I’m sorry, that was rude of me. I just can’t talk about it yet. When I can, I’ll tell you.”

      “Fair enough.” He reached behind her then and pulled the door open, letting the cool air blast over her, and she turned to go inside.

      They were seated and before she had time to think, the server was setting down a rum and coke for JD and a tea for her. JD questioned her about what she liked then chose an appetizer.

      He took a drink of the rum and coke, and, to Kelsey’s surprise, when he set it back down it was empty.

      He eyed her. “Don’t worry, I’ll stop at two. Okay three. I do have a designated driver, right?”

      “Yes, you do.”

      He motioned to the server to get him another one, and turned back to her. “I’m worried all the time. About Andie, about money, about me.”

      “Well,” she tried her best to be soothing. “You don’t have to worry about Andie right now. Bethany’s great.”

      “Of course Andie’s fine.” He gave a harsh laugh, “Now it’s Bethany I’m worried about.” And before she could ask, he filled in the blank. “Andie can be a devil child.”

      Kelsey just shook her head. Didn’t she know that one from her own Andy?

      “Bethany will be fine. It seems Andie just has some issues.”

      “Some issues?” He almost snorted as he picked up the fresh drink the server had just quietly set down. “Andy is issues. That seems to be all that exists in her. And with good reason.”

      He drained the glass and motioned for a third.

      Her face must have told the story, because he immediately reassured her that he was slowing down now.

      Kelsey rested her elbow on the table and tucked her chin into her hand. She had been raised with all sorts of manners, but they had been abandoned as a way of life a long time ago. “So, explain all this to me.”

      It took all of ten seconds before the story started pouring out, punctuated by her questions.

      “I only got Andie three weeks ago. I only found out she existed four weeks ago.”

      “Wow.” That was big. “So do you have sole custody? Was there a problem?”

      He made that same harsh sound that wasn’t laughter, “Yes, there was a problem. Her mother died of cancer, and her birth certificate says she’s mine, not that I was ever made aware of that. So Child Protective Services just calls up one day and tells me I have a daughter and I need to come get her.” He paused for breath and pushed a hand through his hair.

      Wanting desperately to jump in, Kelsey held back. Years of therapy had taught her that the good stuff came when you tamped down your own feelings and waited the other person out. JD proved her decision wise.

      “Well, she was in Texas, where I’m from, and so it took a week to get ready and go get her. I did all of it myself.” He took a gulp of air, as the waiter showed up again with a loaf of bread that JD tore into.

      Kelsey waited her turn, still staying silent, taking a hunk of bread when JD offered it to her. This was getting interesting.

      “I told TJ about it because he was going to see the kid. But my folks would not understand having a child out of wedlock and they had never understood why I dated Stephanie in the first place. By the end of it I could see why. Stephanie was totally psycho, which explains a lot of this mess.”

      Kelsey winced at his terminology. She’d heard Andrew referred to as ‘psycho’ too many times, and she feared for this little Andie whose father had termed her mother that. But again she stayed quiet, munching on bread as much for an excuse to not participate in the conversation as for food.

      “So I drive to within an hour of where my folks live, and pick up this little girl who just lost her Mother, and that I didn’t even know existed. CPS warned me that she had issues. Which makes perfect sense: she’s been handed off to strangers and her Mom died of cancer, so she wasn’t doing a very good job there at the end. I couldn’t figure out why Stephanie didn’t just call me.”

      At that moment their food showed up, and the story stopped for plates to get settled. JD dug in, fork first, ignoring the broccoli that came on the side of his chicken parmesan. Kelsey eyed her asparagus and wondered if JD ever ate vegetables. Probably not, after all he was in his twenties and clearly stuck in the college phase. The guy even had a band, for crying out loud.

      Picking up the thread of the story, she held it out to him. “Of course Andie has issues. She’s been abandoned and kidnapped.”

      That got him. “She has not!”

      “Well, of course not. But that’s the way a five-year-old would see it.”

      He went back to his dinner, his eyes moving with his thoughts. “That makes sense. That does explain why she’s so stubborn. She doesn’t want to do anything I ask, and she won’t stay still or quiet to let me work.” He sighed, sounding much older and very worn out.

      “Have you tried working with her?”

      “Of course I’ve tried working with her. She doesn’t do her share. Even for a five-year-old.”

      Kelsey twirled her fork in her linguini just to keep her hands busy. “What I mean is make it look fun. If you need her hair brushed, then you brush her doll’s hair. Get her to do it herself if she won’t let you. When you have to work, give her something to do that looks like your work. My kids love filling out old forms while I write loans. It isn’t perfect but it’s better than the alternative.”

      “Okay, June Cleaver, tell me more.” He sat back and eyed her. At first she laughed at being called June Cleaver, but then she gasped.

      “Where did your food go?”

      “I ate it. Have you never had a guy around before?”

      She gulped. For years she’d had Andrew. “Not one that ate that fast.”

      JD smiled. “I guess he didn’t have competition. Between me and TJ, it was eat fast or don’t get seconds.”

      In her mother’s house ‘sedate’ was the key word. Though, the Lord knew Andy had never fit that.

      JD motioned for her to eat again, then ruined it. “In another eight to ten years, you’re going to have a teenage boy in your house, so watch out. . . Now, tell me more about how to tame the shrew.”

      That put a damper on the eating. But getting this poor guy help with his daughter was the priority. “Figure out what’s bothering her and address it. Ask her what she wants to do. When you talk to her crouch down to her level. Give her choices. Ask her which veggie she wants with dinner, and give her a few options. Maybe you get her new clothes but let her pick from a few things you’ve already chosen.”

      “Okay, is there any way to do this on a shoestring budget?”

      “Oh, yes.” She ticked off her points on her fingers. “Buy generic at the grocery store, eat at home, trade babysitting instead of paying for it, rent movies, play board games, spend time at the park, it’s free.”

      “So, it can be done.”

      Kelsey smiled. “I’m living proof.”

      “I’ve been living poor for two and a half years. We’re trying to get this band up and making a profit. Alex lives with his folks, Craig’s girlfriend paid their rent. At least she did until she walked out on him two months ago. Then TJ moved in with him last month because I had to move out of our apartment and get a room for my six-year-old. So I don’t have anything left to help TJ out either.

      “I’m renting the condo because CPS wants her to have her own bedroom and bathroom and no other adults living there. I signed a year lease, then left for Texas. I was so close to my Mom and Dad’s, but I turned right around and drove back. It’s costing a fortune, and this little girl doesn’t have anything but a bed and sheets and a few teddy bears. All her shoes are too small, her clothes are too small. She didn’t know where her toothbrush is . . . I’ve had to replace all of it.”

      His head slipped into his hands again, frustration rolling off him in waves.

      Kelsey reached her hand out to rest against his arm. It was all she could think of to do. The heat of him radiated through her skin and reminded her that he was probably the first adult she’d touched in a year. “It is tough replacing everything, but you’ll only do it this once, and after that it will only be small things one at a time. Kids aren’t cheap, but they don’t have to cost as much as most people pay.”

      “The kicker is, she doesn’t even want me. She wants her mom, and she just hates me.” He kept his head in his hands, but didn’t shrug off her touch.

      “She’ll get through it. It will take a while to see how much you care, but she’ll see it.”

      He lifted his head and looked her square in the eyes. “I’ve been thinking of calling CPS and having them take her back. Put her up for adoption.”

      That hit her like a shove to the chest. She hadn’t seen that coming from a guy who seemed to be doing everything he could to help this little stranger.

      “Why!?” She wished she could swallow the accusing tone that had flown out with it. But she couldn’t.

      JD, true to his laid-back self, didn’t take offense. “Because she doesn’t want to be with me. She’s cute, she’s bright, someone will adopt her, won’t they?”

      “Not necessarily.” Kelsey hardly knew this child but she briefly toyed with the idea of adopting Andie herself. “Older kids don’t always get good homes. Especially if the foster homes in between aren’t good, or if she feels abandoned again and her behavior gets worse.” She knew she was painting a bad picture for him. But there was no guarantee that a kid would get adopted.

      Even from across the table she could see his back teeth grind. “I think there’s every possibility that they’ll take her back anyway when they figure it out.”

      “No, they won’t.” Kelsey shook her head at him. He was in a horrible spot. “Look, I don’t think people should have kids they don’t want, but you didn’t even know about her. If there was a better alternative for her, I’d recommend it. But shouldn’t it be best to be with her father? It’ll just take time.”

      “Well, see, it just gets better. Her paperwork arrived yesterday. I saw her birth certificate. Never mind that Stephanie named her Anderson. Anderson Winslow Hewlitt—my last name.” He stopped and took a breath. “This is why I had to get away from her. Aside from the fact that I haven’t had any sleep, I can’t talk about this in front of her. Who knows what she’ll think?”

      It sounded like some grand conspiracy theory, but Kelsey was a trained wait-and-see-what-you-get kind of girl. Through hard earned skill, she kept her face neutral.

      JD leaned forward. “She’s five. Barely five—not almost six.”

      Okay?

      She waited.

      “I haven’t even seen Stephanie in almost seven years.”

      Kelsey frowned. Of course he hadn’t. That was how he didn’t know he had a daughter. Then the math clicked, and her mouth fell open.

      JD saw that. “Yeah, she’s not mine.”

      “But she looks just like you!” Where had wait-and-see-what-you-get Kelsey gone?

      “That’s because Stephanie had a type.” He pointed to himself. “Dark hair, dark eyes.” He leaned back, having grandly let the cat out of the bag. “I found out that she cheated on me while we were together—with a guy who could have been my brother.”

      “It wasn’t TJ!?”

      “No. TJ wouldn’t do that to me.”

      Kelsey sucked in a lungful of relief. It was like a bad soap opera.

      JD picked up the thread. “I knew there was every possibility that Andie wasn’t mine. Stephanie had been sleeping around. But this . . . it’s, . . . I don’t know what.”

      Kelsey started doing some fast math. “So you two split ways and a year and a half later she has a baby and puts your name on the birth certificate.”

      “The only thing I can figure is that she didn’t even know the names of the guys she threw herself at.”

      “Was she like that?” For some reason, this other woman piqued Kelsey’s curiosity like nothing had in a long time.

      JD’s face turned sad and thoughtful for a moment. “She was not right in the head, and I didn’t know it at the time. I just didn’t put the pieces together.”

      Kelsey chewed her asparagus.

      “I’m ashamed to admit that I watched one of those self-help talk shows even once . . . and even more ashamed to admit that I learned a few things.” Half his mouth pulled up in a wry smile.

      “Oprah, huh?”

      He held his hands up, as if proclaiming some sort of innocence. “It was a re-run one night a few years ago. I couldn’t sleep, and I haven’t touched the stuff since.”

      She laughed. “So what did you learn?”

      JD turned serious. “But they were talking with survivors of sexual abuse and it all sounded just like Stephanie. She grew up with her father and her uncle. She moved out the moment she could and wouldn’t set foot back in that house. Hated men in general, but slept around like there was no tomorrow. I thought she was just a slut. I broke up with her for it.” There was a slight pause, then he raised one eyebrow. “This may be some sick revenge.”

      Setting her fork down, Kelsey waited until she got JD’s full attention. “Did it ever occur to you that this wasn’t about you, but about Andy?”

      A frown marred his otherwise perfect features.

      “That maybe when the time came to assign her child a father, this woman, who hated all men, wrote down the father she would have wanted her child to have. Andy isn’t revenge on you. You are a gift to Andy.”
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      JD bit down on his tongue, to stop himself from what he’d been about to say. He’d always wanted to be a parent someday, but not like this. His kid had a major behavior problem. He hadn’t expected to always say “we can’t afford it.” Of course, he’d also thought he’d be older and have a wife and . . . well, he’d thought a whole bunch of things that weren’t turning out that way.

      Child Protective Services was supposed to come and counsel him. But the regular visits they promised dwindled to a single phone call before the first visit had even occurred. That call had been from Andie’s caseworker stating that she wasn’t going to be able to make it. JD wasn’t holding his breath for a second call. CPS was overloaded and under-budgeted and he was small potatoes. He didn’t even have to worry about adopting. Thanks to that erroneous birth certificate, Andie was all his.

      “Andie,” He squatted down in front of her, giving her the advantage of height. Kelsey was right: that part had worked. Andie still always disagreed, but now she stayed and listened. “We have to brush your hair, honey. It has tangles.”

      This was one of the many battlegrounds Andie had chosen. He made it happen every other day, or else her hair got too tangled to do anything with. Mentally, he cycled through the advice Kelsey had given him. “We can get rid of the tangles entirely.”

      That got Andie’s attention.

      “We can cut it short, or we can brush it every night. Which do you want?”

      Andie’s eyes had gone round at the mention of cutting it. That clearly was not going to be her choice. He hid his smile from her, knowing that he would win.

      But he didn’t.

      Andie shrieked. “You will not cut my hair! You don’t touch me!”

      His teeth clenched even as he fought to keep his outward appearance calm. He rotated away and stood to his full height, no longer caring if Andie felt reassured.

      Twice this last week he’d taken her over to see Kelsey and her two kids. When Kelsey was there, Andie always did what she was told and agreed to things. She helped Daniel put away the lawn toys. She let Kelsey brush her hair that night. She ate vegetables.

      But once they were home, and the magic that was Kelsey was gone, Andie turned into this demon again.

      JD felt his anger fade to utter despair. Andie simply hated him. It wasn’t getting better as Kelsey promised. And Kelsey didn’t see it, because Andie was improving when Kelsey and her kids were around. Just none of the improvements were sticking when he got her back home.

      Or maybe he wasn’t doing it right.

      Regardless, it was Tuesday and he still didn’t have a sitter lined up for tonight. He needed one fast. So he simply walked away from Andie, clutching the hairbrush in his hand, afraid to let her hold the thing. He was certain that if he did, it would hit him square in the back when he wasn’t looking.

      His fingers punched Kelsey’s number by memory, he’d pestered her so much this past week. But she’d seemed glad to help every time he had needed it, and he hoped that she would feel that way again.

      “Hey JD, what do you need?” Her caller ID told her it was him, and the fact that it was him told her he was in need of something. He winced.

      He wanted to say, I’m just calling to chat or I’d like to pay you back for all your help, but neither of those was going to come out of his mouth tonight. “I need a babysitter tonight. Do you mind if I call Bethany?”

      “I don’t mind if you call Bethany, but you have to pay her.”

      That set him back. He was pushing the envelope of his bank account these days, but he wasn’t going to write a rubber check to the sitter.

      Kelsey’s voice in his ear took away his concern that she thought so low of him. “I’ll trade you if you want to bring her here tonight.”

      “How does trading work?” Trading scared the crap out of him. He was doing so poorly with one child that the thought of all three kids was enough to make him go after the kitchen knives and try to expose some veins. At least Kelsey’s kids seemed as angelic as their mother.

      “When do you need to leave tonight?”

      “About five.” He turned and saw Andie brushing her doll’s hair. The pink nylon threads gleamed while her own tangled mess was untouched.

      “Why don’t you both show up an hour early and I’ll feed the kids and we can work out the details?”

      Just then he knew.

      Somehow she must be able to see into his living room—into his life. She could see that he was failing miserably. Kelsey was taking pity on him.

      Well, while he would have liked to be getting something else, pity it was. “Okay. So we’ll show up around four. Thank you.”

      They hung up and he refrained from a victory dance. He was certain Kelsey was watching.

      For the next half hour, he worked on sheet music while Andie watched some cartoon on TV. It was a Kelsey-approved cartoon, and that meant it had some redeeming qualities. He had followed Kelsey’s advice in this, like many things. She seemed to have the whole single-parent thing worked out, and he was just floundering. He’d start making his own decisions just as soon as he could figure out what the hell choices he had.

      He scribbled notes and tried to upgrade the lyrics he’d written. He heard all of it in his head, but instead of playing it out loud he kept it to himself. JD wanted to pick up the guitar sitting in the corner and put sound to thought. But he didn’t dare put reality to the music in his head in front of his daughter who hated everything.

      Having Andie know the guitar was something he cared about was not anything he was anxious to have happen soon. She left towels and new clothes on the floor, stomping on them as a way of showing him how she felt about the things he cared for. The few toys he’d bought her always wound up irreparably broken within a few hours.

      Aside from giving away the value of his music to the small demon, he figured he couldn’t pull off the song tonight anyway. He was more in the mood for revenge, and the lyrics that popped into his head were altering the tone from romantic to evil. One of the other guys was going to have to change his trite wording to something better. It wouldn’t be him, not today.

      He looked at her again, noting that she seemed content now, brushing the doll’s hair.

      I’m doing the right thing.

      He was certain he wasn’t doing it the right way, but Andie needed him far more than she knew. Kelsey had galvanized him with those words about Stephanie choosing him as the father of her child, even if he wasn’t actually the father.

      Well, he was Andie’s father now. He had flat out told the CPS caseworker that he hadn’t even seen Stephanie in seven years. If they hadn’t done the math yet, they weren’t going to. The little girl was his to keep.

      It soothed his conscience a little to raise Stephanie’s child. After that overly-enlightening Oprah show, he’d tried to find out where she’d gone, but he hadn’t been successful at locating her. It had hurt to know she’d been just an hour down the road all that time and he hadn’t followed through enough get the address or phone number.

      Kelsey suggested that Stephanie didn’t want to be found. That she wouldn’t want him to know what she’d done. Which was probably why she hadn’t called when she was sick either.

      Kelsey, Kelsey, Kelsey.

      He placed all his eggs in the basket she’d advised. After all she was living proof that it could be done. She had two kids she was raising on her own. Plus, she’d had them since they were babies, and that meant she’d been a mom since she was probably around twenty-one, he figured.

      If she could do it, so could he.

      It didn’t help that she was hot with those wide hazel eyes and lush lips that she chewed on occasionally.

      He attempted to push the thought away, just as the timer dinged at him—the timer Kelsey had loaned him to help out with setting limits for Andie.

      He gathered up his papers, shoving them all down into the pocket on his guitar case. The four of them had been at this for a full year now, with no real success at it. Just enough money came in here and there to keep them thinking they stood a shot.

      Now he questioned that. Now he had a kid to think about.

      “Come on Andie, your show’s finished. Let’s go over to Kelsey’s.”

      Andie popped right up, still clutching her doll and the tiny hairbrush. That was his only offer that she’d ever truly accepted—going to Kelsey’s.

      Andie didn’t speak, so he filled in the empty spaces. “You can play with Daniel and Allie tonight, and I expect you to go to bed when Kelsey tells you.”

      Yeah, that was a laugh riot. Of course, Andie would do what Kelsey told her to, with no fuss whatsoever. Kelsey could tell her to eat a bucket full of worms, and JD didn’t doubt that they’d all go down without a single complaint. If Andie wanted ketchup to dip them in, she’d say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ to boot.
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      He slung the guitar over his shoulder and let Andie out the back door. He tried casually brushing his fingertips across her head in a show of affection, but Andie must have seen it coming. She ducked.

      He ate the sigh that threatened to escape. As much trouble as Andie was, he was certain that she felt far worse than he. He was trying hard to be the adult here.

      Andie skipped the thirty yards to Kelsey’s front door. For these small things, Lord, we are grateful.

      Kelsey opened the door at Andie’s light, polite knock. His daughter held the pink-haired doll up for inspection. “Look! I gave her pony-tails like Allie’s.”

      JD looked at the doll. Sure she had. Oh, the irony.

      “Ooooh!” Andie squealed in pure delight. “Just like you!”

      That popped his head up. Sure enough, Kelsey looked like serious jailbait, her caramel hair gathered into Ellie-May pigtails. Her outfit reflected the day’s heat—a tank top that didn’t quite reach the waist of low slung jeans that had been sheared almost indecently short. Ellie-May meets Playboy.

      Luckily, she started speaking and that helped stop his mind from the track it had wandered onto. “Kids! You guys go play for a while. JD and I are going to talk. Then after JD leaves I’ll give you guys hot dogs.”

      He started to speak, but Andie beat him to it. “Will you make me pony-tails like that?” She pointed one small finger to Kelsey’s own hair.

      “After your Daddy and I talk.” Kelsey turned back to JD as though that was that. He would have to remember that: just speak his mind and declare the conversation over.

      Kelsey walked herself into the living room, unconcerned that the kids were going off into another room to play. A place where no adult eyes would be on them. Then again, while Andie broke things and wreaked havoc at his house, she didn’t damage a single thing here. Which just proved that Andie was capable of being good—and added fuel to the Andie-hates-me fire.

      His nerves settled as surely as he settled himself into the comfy couch. The furniture made him think of families with sweet moms and dads that came home after work. But no dad came in for dinner here, and he didn’t remember any of the moms from his childhood looking like that.

      He switched the topic to the only thing that was keeping him from being completely at ease. “So tell me about ‘trading’.”

      She shrugged. “It’s free. We just keep track of hours, and try not to let one of us get too far ahead of the other.”

      “How do I pay it back?”

      She laughed out loud at him. She had to see that he was terrified. “You watch the kids and I go out for a while.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I was afraid of.” That was the only downside to this trading business.

      “It’s not that bad. I actually think it’s easier with all of them here. Andie is new, and she keeps them occupied. Aside from the usual policing, she isn’t much extra trouble.” Her finger found its way into one of her pig-tails and her lean legs tucked up under her on the couch. Yup—jailbait. But Kelsey kept speaking, “I think you’ll discover you like having them over. You’ll get more done.”

      “Yes, because your children are angels.” JD decided to confess his troubles. Kelsey may be jailbait, but she was his lifeline, in a way CPS never could have been. “Andie is still terrorizing me. She’s a different kid here. At home she breaks things, screams, throws tantrums. She took her dinner plate off the table and threw it on the floor last night. Thank god it was plastic.”

      He felt lighter telling her that. And lower.

      “So there’s something there specifically directed at you.”

      He nodded. He’d already figured that one out.

      “Can you get her to counseling?”

      “The state’s supposed to send somebody, but they called and canceled.” Kelsey’s eyebrows raised at that, but he kept speaking. “Our insurance doesn’t cover therapy.”

      He couldn’t believe he was saying these things. His money situation hadn’t bothered him before. He’d chosen it. But he’d chosen it for himself. Now he was putting Andie into it too. And confessing it to Kelsey.

      “Well, I’m no professional, but she does talk to me. I’ll see what I can get out of her until we come up with a better solution.”

      He changed the topic back. “So you’ll watch them tonight and I’ll owe you about five or six hours of baby-sitting. When do you want me to watch them?”

      Kelsey shrugged. “I don’t know, is that okay?”

      He didn’t respond.

      She smiled. “You can always say ‘no’ if I need a sitter and you can’t do it.”

      “Okay.”

      “Oh!” Her mouth flew into a perfect ‘o’. “You won’t owe me the whole six hours. Only . . . two thirds. I have two kids and you only have one.”

      JD snapped back a little at that thought. That did make the whole trading thing better.

      “Are you available any daytimes?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I’m home during the day.”

      Kelsey frowned at him. “Are you home with her all day every day?”

      He nodded and watched as Kelsey’s eyes grew two sizes. “No wonder you’re crazy. Mine go to day-care two days a week in the summer.”

      “I asked TJ to take her one day, but he brought her back within the hour. She’d kicked him in the shin. Twice” JD almost laughed. “He said he wore condoms so it wasn’t his problem. I wanted to tell him, so did I.”

      Her face froze.

      Oh shit. He’d said the wrong thing. He’d just been
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