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      More Than Words: Bestselling authors & Real-life heroines

    


    
      We all have the power to effect change—we just need to find the strength to harness it. With every good deed done and helping hand offered, we are making the world a better place. The dedicated women selected as this year’s recipients of Harlequin’s More Than Words award have changed many lives for the better, through their compassionate hearts and unshakable commitment. To celebrate their accomplishments, bestselling authors have written stories inspired by these real-life heroines.


      In this book, Michele Hauf honors the work of the Barta sisters—Berni, Romi, Lexi and Marni Barta—and the not-for-profit organization that they founded, Kid Flicks.


      We hope More Than Words inspires you to look inside your heart and get in touch with the heroine inside you.

    

  


  
    

    


    
      Dear Reader,


      For many years Harlequin has been a leader in supporting and promoting women’s charitable efforts. Through Harlequin More Than Words, each year we celebrate three women who make extraordinary differences in the lives of others, and Harlequin donates $15,000 each to their chosen causes.


      We are proud to highlight the current Harlequin More Than Words recipients with the help of some of the biggest names in women’s fiction, Harlequin authors, who created fictional stories inspired by these women and the charities they support. Within the following pages you will find a touching story written by Michele Hauf—one of three ebooks available at www.HarlequinMoreThanWords.com. Be sure to look for Betina Krahn’s Hooked, and Jillian Hart’s No One But You—also available online. A book with three additional stories, written by Debbie Macomber, Brenda Novak and Meryl Sawyer, can be found on the shelves of your favorite bookstore in More Than Words, Stories of the Heart. All six of these stories are beautiful tributes to the Harlequin More Than Words recipients and we hope they will ignite the real-life heroine in you.


      Thank you for your support; all proceeds from the sale of the print edition will be returned to the Harlequin More Than Words program. For more information on how you can get involved, please visit our website at www.HarlequinMoreThanWords.com.


      Together we can make a difference!


      Sincerely,


      Donna Hayes


      Publisher and CEO


      Harlequin

    

  


  
    

    
      Kid Flicks


      Berni, Romi, Lexi and Marni Barta

    


    
      How the Barta sisters inspire others:


      Walk into the backyard pool house at the Bartas’ family home in Los Angeles, and there’s a good chance you’ll find more than bottles of chlorine, towels and a place to change. Instead, be prepared to step over piles of DVDs.


      That’s because sisters Berni, Romi, Lexi and Marni Barta are the force behind Kid Flicks, a not-for-profit organization that collects and donates new and gently used kids’ DVDs to children’s hospitals and pediatric departments across the U.S. They started Kid Flicks when they were just kids themselves.


      “Movies are not going to cure cancer, but Kid Flicks offers one extra step to making a child’s stay more enjoyable,” says Marni Barta, now a twenty-year-old student at Northwestern University outside Chicago. “Having a distraction can definitely help.”


      Any pediatric nurse or hospital child life specialist would agree that Kid Flicks offers more than just a way to pass the time. Movies can act as a balm to soothe scared or bored children who have undergone surgery, are fighting cancer and other diseases, or are recuperating after an injury. Children in intensive care or cancer wards for lengthy stays often feel the world is going on without them, and watching DVDs can help them feel connected to “normal life.”


      As one hospital professional from Washakie Medical Center in Wyoming wrote to Kid Flicks, “Having these movies to keep the children occupied helps in so many ways. The more children can be distracted from their illnesses, the quicker they can heal.”


      New uses for old movies


      Kid Flicks started as a simple idea that grew. In the spring of 2002, as the Bartas were doing their spring cleaning, they came across piles of childhood videos the girls, then in their teen and preteen years, no longer watched. But what should they do with all those Sesame Street shows and Disney flicks?


      Lexi, then the oldest, at sixteen, came up with a plan: they’d donate their old movies to a pediatric oncology department at a local Los Angeles hospital where their friend had once been successfully treated for leukemia.


      “We hated the idea of just throwing them away, especially because they were movies we loved so much as kids,” says Lexi, who now works for a creative agency in L.A. “We needed a way to make good use of them and share them with others.”


      The girls and their mother drove to the hospital with a box of their VHS videos, and passed them over to the child-life specialist on staff, who was more than a little surprised by the donation. She had no idea it was coming. But she was also thrilled. “Movies are the first thing kids ask for when they are in the hospital,” she told them.


      That day, the girls knew they were on to something, and decided to start collecting other children’s video castoffs to donate to more hospitals. They solicited friends, family, schools, churches, temples and other organizations. They even contacted movie studios and production companies and requested videos for the cause.


      Movie donations started pouring in. Every time they collected a hundred videos, the girls would box them up and drive to another hospital within a five-hour round-trip radius, to drop them off in person.


      Berni, the youngest sister, and today a freshman at the University of Pennsylvania, says the experience of meeting children in the hospitals stays with her still.


      “A lot of times we’d get a chance to talk to the kids,” she says. “They would open the box and look through the movies and get so excited. It was so heartwarming and rewarding to see the impact we were having. It kept us going.”


      From small idea to big plans


      Once the girls had donated 1 hundred-movie collections to all the children’s departments in Southern California hospitals, they realized they had a question to address: how could they have more of an impact? The answer was clear. They needed to find ways to generate money so they could reach their new goal of providing every children’s hospital and pediatric department in the country with a Kid Flicks “movie library.”


      With the help of their father, a lawyer, they applied for not-for-profit status and were on their way. Reporters started calling, their pediatrician distributed information about Kid Flicks in her patient newsletter, and adults and kids started drives that brought in money and movies.


      By April 2011, Kid Flicks had donated 58,300 movies to 583 different hospitals across the U.S., from Cedars-Sinai Medical Center in Los Angeles to Clark Memorial Hospital in Jeffersonville, Indiana—and the number continues to grow.


      Romi, the second oldest and now an actor, comedian and screenwriter in New York, is convinced that one reason for Kid Flicks’s popularity is its simplicity. The concept—donate children’s DVDs to hospitals—is easy for anyone to understand and even easier to get involved with.


      “It has given me a lot of hope that one small idea can build and gain steam from other people’s support and energy. It has blossomed out of other people’s kindness,” she says, mentioning one child on his birthday who asked that party guests donate DVDs to Kid Flicks in lieu of birthday presents.


      Close family far apart


      Although all four girls have since grown up to become women living in far-flung locations from New York to Chicago to Los Angeles, they remain dedicated to Kid Flicks. Today the movies are shipped to their father’s law office, then brought back to the family home to be stored (in the pool house, the living room and sometimes in their dad’s car) before being delivered. So far there has nearly always been one sister living in L.A. to step in while the others finish school. Yet even while the sisters have been at school, Kid Flicks has been part of their lives to varying degrees.


      “The great thing about Kid Flicks is that we can choose when we can dedicate a lot of time to it,” says Marni. “There are four of us working on it, so we can shift who has the bulk of the responsibility.”


      The arrangement does seem to work. Back when Marni was an eleventh-grade student and her older sisters were away at college, the Barta sisters won the President’s Volunteer Service Award and were invited to meet the president and tour Air Force One. They visited the White House later that year.


      When Marni met the president as he landed in California, her father beamed and told her, “In my fifty years, I’ve never reached a point in my career when I’ve done anything like you have.”


      Marni pauses for a moment before finishing the story.


      “It just shows that it’s not about how old you are. You don’t have to be a certain age to do something good.”
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      Michele Hauf has been writing romance, action-adventure and fantasy stories for more than twenty years. Her first published novel was Dark Rapture. France, musketeers, vampires and faeries populate her stories. And if she followed the adage “write what you know,” all her stories would have snow in them. Fortunately, she steps beyond her comfort zone and writes about countries she has never visited and creatures she has never seen.


      Michele can also be found on Facebook and Twitter and michelehauf.com. You can also write to Michele at: P.O. Box 23, Anoka, MN 55303.
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      The rust bucket groaned to a stop in the parking lot outside the local hospital. The small town of Birch Cove, where Sam Jones worked as a handyman, edged the Twin Cities suburbs. He patted the 1974 Ford pickup’s dashboard and then sneezed at the dust that filled the cab.


      “You may not be pretty,” he said to the vehicle, which was held together in some spots with a lacing of rust, “but you are reliable.”


      Swinging his well-worn work boots out of the cab, he landed on the ground with a purposeful jump. Flakes of sawdust sifted from his shoulders and the creases in his jeans. Best way to shake off the morning’s work. He thumbed the hardened wood glue smeared along the thigh of his jeans, grimaced, then decided he looked better than on the days his face was coated with white Sheetrock dust.


      From the truck bed, he grabbed the cardboard box of DVDs he’d cleaned out from the entertainment center in his basement last night. Boots clomping on the pavement, he strode inside the airy lobby of the newly refurbished hospital. The receptionist gave him directions to the patient resources office.


      Sam clutched the box a little tighter, feeling a weary sadness spread across his shoulders. His plan was to get in and get out without passing through the children’s ward. Unfortunately that was the straightest path to patient resources. He turned a corner and walked by a room where a young girl sat on a big, imposing bed. A pink bandanna covered her tiny head, and no light shone in her tired eyes.


      Sam nodded to her and offered a quick smile, but she merely stared. With a swallow, he shifted the box in his arms and forged ahead. He could do this. He had to do this. For Jeff.


      Running the route the receptionist had given him through his mind, he turned left, but instead of walking down a hallway, strode into a patient’s room by mistake. The wood floor gleamed and the walls were papered in subtle stripes. Wood-slat blinds had been pulled, blocking out the bright sunshine, and the chemical smell of disinfectant punched Sam in the gut.


      “Uh, sorry.”


      He turned to go, then stopped in the doorway. The tousled-haired boy sitting cross-legged on the bed didn’t even lift his head to acknowledge Sam’s presence. He was hunched over what looked like schoolwork, the tip of his tongue sticking out the corner of his compressed lips. An iPad sat next to the notebook he wrote in. An IV drip was attached to his left arm.


      “Homework?” Sam asked.


      The boy nodded. And frowned.


      Sam cast a glance down the bare hallway in search of a parent. It wouldn’t be right to stay without permission, but a niggling impulse to linger struck him. The kid’s messy mop of brown hair reminded him of his little brother. Jeff had never known the real purpose of a comb, preferring to launch spit balls from the end of it—heck, neither of the Jones boys had mastered the comb. And when he was leaning over a bowl of Super Crunchies for breakfast, his brother’s concentration had been as fierce as this kid’s was right now. Jeff had never been into schoolwork, though, so that’s where the similarities ended.


      “Hey,” Sam called out, feeling compelled not to leave without at least speaking to the boy. “Who does homework when they’re in the hospital? Shouldn’t this be a free pass to get out of schoolwork?”


      The kid sighed, but didn’t look up. Instead, he plucked a colored pencil from the box on his lap and started drawing in the notebook spread out on the movable table that hugged the bed. “Who would have thought getting my work done would be less important than lounging around.”


      Okay. The kid didn’t look old enough to have mastered the snarky comeback he’d just flung at Sam, but Sam took the verbal hit like a pro. Besides, if anyone deserved to be in a grumpy mood it was a kid sitting in the hospital. Sam knew that all too well.


      “What are you in for?” he asked, then dropped the smile. Stupid, Sam. The kid hadn’t been incarcerated. And if he answered something like “cancer,” Sam wouldn’t know how to respond.


      “Appendicitis. They took out my appendix last night.”


      Whew. And yet anything that put a kid in the hospital wasn’t to be made light of.


      Sam read the chart hung at the end of the motorized bed. “Maxwell, eh?”


      “Maxwell McHenry,” the boy stated, as he set the pencil down with a smart snap and finally looked up. “And you are a stranger.”


      “Oh, right. I am. Sorry. Name’s Sam Jones.” He offered his hand to shake.


      Maxwell ignored the gesture and instead crossed his thin arms over his narrow chest. “A name doesn’t make you any less a stranger. You’re not wearing an ID badge. I don’t think you should be in my room, Sam Jones.”


      “Just thought I’d try to put a smile on your face. Hate to see a frowning kid.” Sam tilted the box to display the contents. “I’m dropping off some DVDs to patient resources.”


      “Why? Do they spend their time sitting around watching movies when they should be taking care of the ill and infirm?”


      Whoa. The kid had a load of attitude.


      “No, I just thought it would be a nice thing to do. My brother—” No, don’t go there. “Er, I know when kids are in the hospital it can be boring waiting around during some of the treatments. Watching a movie gives them something to do. Makes them smile.”


      “I’m not bored.”


      “So you’re not. But a little laughter never hurt anyone. In fact, laughter has been proved to help heal. Hey, you want one of the DVDs I brought in?”


      The boy feigned extreme interest in what looked like a brain sketched in his notebook. “Not me. I wouldn’t have an interest in some stupid kid movie.”


      Maxwell’s frown cut deep into a tender part of Sam’s heart that had been tread on only too recently.


      “Oh, these movies aren’t stupid. And I brought in a range for all age groups. From Barney to Ninja Turtles, to family dramas and silly comedies.” Sam set the box on the end of the bed and opened the flaps to rummage through the contents. “I bet there’s a great flick in here you’d love to watch.”


      “I have homework,” the boy said. “Of course, you can see that.”


      “Sure, Max, but—“


      “My name is Maxwell,” the kid corrected tersely.


      “Right. Maxwell.” Sam felt as if he’d just been reprimanded by an English teacher with a tight bun and a penchant for rapping the blackboard with her ruler. “How old are you, Maxwell?”


      “Nine.” He caught his forehead in a palm, colored pencil jutting skyward. “I shouldn’t have told you that. You’re a stranger.”


      Sam sensed the slightest edge of levity in that statement. So the kid wasn’t entirely made of stone.


      “I am a stranger, but I promise I only want to see you smile. Then I’ll leave. How ‘bout this one?” He wielded a SpongeBob SquarePants DVD.


      Barely flicking his attention to the DVD, Maxwell said, “Cartoons are for kids.”


      “You’re a kid.”


      “I am not.” Maxwell sighed again, and Sam felt the weighty exhalation in his chest.


      This boy was the furthest thing from a happy, carefree kid. Watching Maxwell keep a stiff upper lip made Sam’s heartache, and stirred up bittersweet memories he’d hoped to avoid during what should have been an in-and-out mission.


      “I am a kid,” Maxwell suddenly corrected, tapping the colored pencil against his chin, “but I’m smarter than most. And if I don’t finish my homework, I’ll be less smart than required if I’m ever going to become a brain surgeon.”


      Sam whistled. “That’s an awesome aspiration. And somehow, without even knowing you, I predict it’ll happen. But still. All work and no play…” Sam tugged out a movie. “How ‘bout this one? The Brave Little Toaster. Yeah? It’s a classic. I love this story!”


      Maxwell wedged his cheek into his palm with what seemed to be bored disinterest. “How can a toaster be brave? It’s an inanimate object. That makes no sense.”


      Stunned how easily the kid could knock the wind from his sails, Sam lowered the DVD to his side. “You really don’t watch a lot of cartoons, do you, buddy?”


      The kid quirked a brow.


      Sam tried again. “The toaster’s friends are a blanket, a radio and a vacuum cleaner. After waking one morning to find the house empty—because their owners went on vacation—they go on a quest to find their missing master.”


      “Are you kidding me?”


      “No, I’m—no.” Never let it be said Sam Jones gave up the good fight. He opened the case and popped the disk into the player beneath the television. “Part of being smart is using your imagination. How else could a toaster, or a big yellow sponge, have a really big adventure?”


      “I do use my imagination. Look at this graph I’ve drawn to designate the various lobes of the brain. The pink one is the cerebellum. That part fascinates me because it controls motor skills. Don’t you think the colors I’ve chosen are imaginative?”


      “Yep, they are. And very precise. You’ve got mad coloring skills, Maxwell. Bet you’ll get an A on that one. But I still haven’t seen you smile. Give me five minutes with the toaster, and I know you’ll want to watch the whole thing.”


      Maxwell slouched against the thick pillow and crossed his arms high on his chest. He glared at Sam. Sam matched the glare, but with a lot less vehemence. He was prepared to leave if Maxwell insisted. He had no right to be bugging some random kid with homework to do, and he’d probably catch hell when the parents showed up.


      His brother had used the same pouty stare on him many a time to win an argument. Such tactics had always worked, too, ending up in a treat from the Dairy Queen or a round of Scrabble. Or both. “Both” had always been best.


      With a defeated sigh, the boy nodded. He didn’t smile, but Sam felt the same triumph he had a year earlier when he’d finally gotten Jeff to lift his head from the hospital pillow and talk to him—one last time.


      “Five minutes,” Maxwell said. “I’m setting the timer on my watch.”


      “Deal. But you’d better turn down the alarm, because you don’t want it interrupting your enjoyment of this awesome movie.”


      * * *


      Rachel McHenry smiled at the nurse she passed on her way to Maxwell’s room. The staff here at the hospital was kind and supportive, but when it came down to it, customer service still didn’t change the fact that her son had been through a harrowing experience. Only yesterday afternoon he’d gotten the worst stomach pains, and she’d had to rush him to the E.R. Half an hour later, he’d been prepped for surgery.


      She hated the lack of control she had felt, standing back and watching as Maxwell was wheeled away. At that moment she’d been utterly incapable of making things right for him. But it was a parent’s job to keep a stiff upper lip and smile through it all, which she had done.


      Only when Maxwell was taken to recovery had she made a quick trip home to lock up and grab her work files and laptop. While standing in the darkness of her living room, Rachel had finally allowed herself a good cry. Crying always made things better.


      The doctor had said Maxwell was doing fine and could be released tomorrow. Rachel had been able to stay overnight because the hospital rooms featured a pull-out sofa bed for parents and family.


      This morning she’d had a house closing at a mortgage office just down the street from the hospital, so had slipped out at seven-thirty. Maxwell was an early riser, and probably woke not long after she’d left. She hoped he hadn’t felt too alone without her here, but also knew her son was industrious and enjoyed mornings on his own, puttering about the house, making toast with strawberry jelly for breakfast, doing homework out on the patio, and generally starting the day quietly.


      The closing had run an hour longer than she’d expected. Had she really left her son alone in the hospital? Bad mother.


      Bad mother who was trying to support a family and pay medical bills, she reminded herself. She forced a smile for Maxwell’s sake. Of course, it wasn’t hard being cheerful around her son. And she had always possessed an innate cheeriness that sometimes drove even her bonkers. She wished Maxwell had inherited that particular gene. He was such a serious child. Not depressing serious, just…astute for his age.


      Rachel paused outside Maxwell’s room when she heard sniffling.


      “Oh, my baby.”


      She had wondered how long Maxwell would be able to hold up without showing some sign of pain or defeat. He’d led an enchanted life up until now. He’d been sick only once or twice, and had never injured himself. The doctor had assured her it wasn’t uncommon for children to undergo surgery once in their lifetime, but she hadn’t wanted it for her son.


      It hurt her to know he was crying. He did it rarely, and over the most incredible things, such as finding a dead butterfly in the backyard, or hearing that a friend’s dog had died. Briefly, she wondered if he’d want her to see him crying, but she couldn’t stay outside and let him suffer alone.


      Surprised at the sight of the handsome man who rose from the chair beside Maxwell’s bed, Rachel immediately looked to her son, who was wiping a tear from his eye. The television was on, and that, even more than finding a stranger in Maxwell’s room, set her off.


      “You’re watching a movie?” she said to her son, trying to keep the accusatory tone from her voice. She turned her frustration toward the adult in the room instead. “And who are you?”


      He extended his hand but refused to shake it.


      “Sam Jones,” he said. “I was delivering movies when I happened to see your son sitting alone and looking bored. Me and Maxwell found one to watch we both liked.”


      “I see. I suppose Maxwell neglected to tell you he’s not allowed to watch movies without my permission?”


      “Oh.” The man—Sam—raked his fingers through his sandy brown hair, which Rachel noticed looked even better when tousled, save for the flakes of what she now figured was sawdust that sprinkled the air. He was covered with the stuff. “Sorry. I didn’t know that.”


      “I imagine not.” She shot Maxwell the evil eye, but wisely, he avoided looking at her. “So, Mr. Jones, do you often enter children’s rooms and entice them with movies when they should be doing their homework?”


      “No, I… Don’t make it sound like that. Maxwell is a good kid. I just wanted to see him smile. Which he did.”


      Sam twisted to high-five Maxwell, and her son moved to meet the man’s palm with his, but stopped when he caught Rachel’s condemning glare. Sam slid the offending palm down his sweatshirt, which was splashed with unidentifiable stuff she assumed must be related to the sawdust.


      A carpenter? If she wasn’t so angry, she’d consider her luck at meeting the one person she could really use right now.


      “Anyway,” Sam said, “the toaster saved the day, and the blanket got back home, along with the vacuum and the radio.”


      “I…” Rachel didn’t have a clue what to say. While the man was disturbingly sexy, and certain parts of her were softening and wanting to stand there and take him in, the dedicated mother who protected her son at all costs was outraged. “I think you should leave, Mr. Jones, or I’ll have to report you to Security.”


      “Right. Sorry. I didn’t mean any harm.”


      “Well, it’s too late for that, isn’t it?”


      Sam glanced at Maxwell, and Rachel caught her son’s fading smile. The man had just wanted to see him smile?


      “He’s okay, Mom,” Maxwell finally said. “Even if he does have a bad case of dandruff.”


      Sam brushed off his shoulders. “It’s sawdust, buddy. Hazard of the trade. I’m a carpenter.”


      “You are?” Her son’s own shoulders lifted. “But we need—“


      “For you to get some rest,” Rachel interrupted, before Maxwell could explain the disaster in their garage that was in desperate need of elbow grease and new lumber. “I’m sure Mr. Jones has work to get back to.”


      “Right. I do have a job this afternoon. Handyman stuff, mostly.”


      “Oh.” Now that he’d said the word handyman, she remembered hearing about him. At least, she’d heard about the sexy guy who wielded a hammer and an easy smile. Seemed the entire female population in the neighborhood absolutely hummed when he was anywhere in the vicinity. “You’re Handy Sam? I’ve heard of you,” Rachel said, before she could tamp down her growing interest.


      “Really?” He hooked his thumbs in his jeans pockets and straightened proudly. “Good, bad or otherwise?”


      She shrugged and made a show of considering the options. “Otherwise. I know some of the neighborhood mothers break things on purpose so they can call you over.”


      And she completely understood that wacky compulsion now that her anger had subsided a bit and she could look at the man with a woman’s eye.


      “No way. They break stuff?”


      “Mrs. McTavish told me she shoved a Reader’s Digest down her toilet just last week, and blamed it on her three-year-old.”


      Sam winced. “I thought it seemed a little suspicious when she greeted me at the door with martinis.”


      “Yes, well, you said you had work to do,” Rachel insisted.


      Sam got the hint. Grabbing the box of DVDs from the end of the bed, he strode to the door. “Nice to meet you, Maxwell. We had a good time with the toaster. And again, I’m sorry, Mrs. McHenry.”


      Rachel was about to correct him that it was Miss—always had been—but instead she nodded stiffly and moved to close the door behind him. Sam Jones smelled like sawdust and looked like a man she would love to tuck in her purse and take home with her, just to watch the neighborhood ladies’ tongues wag.


      She did have a legitimate reason to invite him over, so why hadn’t she?


      “He was nice,” Maxwell commented, his attention focused on his homework.


      Rachel made a dismissive, yet slightly positive response.


      “You were rude to him, Mom. Do you know he was here to donate movies so kids would have something to do while stuck in these hard, uncomfortable hospital beds?”


      “That was very kind, but he shouldn’t have assumed it was okay to invite himself in without first asking my permission. You understand I only want to keep you safe, sweetie?”


      Maxwell sighed. “I understand. I should have told him I wasn’t allowed to watch movies. But you know, I was watching him more than the movie. His expressions made me laugh. But watching a DVD once in a while wouldn’t be so awful, would it? It made me forget about this IV I have in my arm. It’s starting to itch.”


      “I’ll get the nurse. You shouldn’t have to have that anymore. Oh, Maxwell, how are you?” She kissed him on the eyelid, which always made him grimace comically. “I tried to make the closing quick but the clients wanted to take their time and read everything twice.”


      “I’m fine. Got a lot of work done before Sam walked in. But now I think I have some new ideas, after watching the movie. Must have stirred my imagination, just like Sam said it would.”


      She closed her eyes and nodded in agreement. Watching a movie once in a while wouldn’t be such a bad thing. She’d made the rule a few years ago, after he’d wanted to see a horror flick that was advertised on television. It was her responsibility to screen what her child watched, and it had been easier at the time to cut out everything.


      Watching the film had made him forget the pain and had stirred his imagination? Such a simple solution.


      But that didn’t dispel her uneasiness over finding a stranger sitting at her son’s bedside.


      “Mr. Jones will forget my rudeness,” she said, dismissing the man, because if she didn’t erase him from her thoughts now, he’d linger there for the rest of the day.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Two

    


    
      Four days after Maxwell had been released with a thumbs-up from his doctor, he’d begged Rachel to take him to the local store for some paper for his printer. He’d been given strict instructions not to run and jump for two weeks while the incision was healing, but a quick trip would hardly tax him.


      The grocery store was small, and Rachel knew half the staff, so she trusted Maxwell to wander the aisles on his own. He headed toward the one that featured everything from office supplies to baby wipes, while Rachel tucked some fresh veggies into her mesh bag. For tonight’s menu she planned a frittata stuffed with peppers, onions and cheese.


      Reaching for a bright red pepper, she bumped knuckles with a fellow shopper who had spied the same prize vegetable. “Sorry.”


      “No, I’m sorry. Oh, hey, Rachel McHenry, right?”


      It was Sam Jones, looking absolutely delicious in a soft blue T-shirt, and not a shred of sawdust to be seen. And yet Rachel impulsively stiffened and nodded toward the vegetable bin. “You can have it.”


      “How’s Maxwell doing?” He nabbed the pepper and put it in a recyclable mesh bag very similar to her own. “Kid get his homework done?”


      All right, he’d made his point. She was the evil mother, forcing her child to do schoolwork while laid up in the hospital. Didn’t she get the same guilt trip from her own mom?


      “Maxwell happens to be the one who insists on spending two hours a day on schoolwork. He thrives on the pride that comes from getting straight A’s.”


      “I know. He’s going to be a brain surgeon. I also know the cerebellum fascinates him.”


      She gaped at Sam, not so much surprised that Maxwell and he had talked, but that he remembered a detail like that.


      “I’m sorry,” he suddenly said. “An apology is necessary. I shouldn’t have figured it was okay to barge into your son’s room without your permission.”


      “Apology accepted. A mother can’t be too careful nowadays. I hope you understand.”


      “I do, and like I said, it was a stupid move on my part. My head was in a weird place that morning, being in the hospital and all. So, how you doing?”


      “I…” She frowned, feeling uncomfortable under the man’s soft, seeking stare. His brown eyes were so clear and—were those freckles on his nose? “Why would you ask about me? I wasn’t the one in the hospital.”


      Sam shrugged. “Single mother with a sick kid.”


      “Last time we spoke you called me Mrs.”


      “Yeah, I just—uh, Mrs. Hogan, the lady I did a job for the other day, mentioned her friend’s son was in the hospital, and I wondered if that was you. She said you were a single mother. With a wink.”


      “I see.” Lucy Hogan tended to spill details best left unspilled to anyone who would listen, including the postman, cable guy and Rachel, on more than one occasion. “Winks are flitted about rather carelessly in our neighborhood.”


      “So I’ve noticed.”


      “But apparently martinis go right under your radar.”


      “Hey now, I didn’t have one.” He winced. “That was the most uncomfortable job I’ve been on. I was so glad to get out of there when I was done.”


      Rachel laughed. “Mrs. MacTavish has a not-so-subtle vixen that comes out around the male species. She’s very needy.”


      And you aren’t? she wondered.


      “Mrs. Hogan mentioned something about you being in the market for some repair work? Anything I can give you a hand with?”


      So the queen of neighborhood gossip had filled Sam in on more than just her marital status.


      “It’s a fallen ceiling in the garage. I’ve been so busy trying to sell houses, I haven’t had time to hire a carpenter to look at it.” Rachel turned and stuffed a green pepper into her bag, feeling a blush rise up her neck at his intense scrutiny. “Money’s a little tight right now with the medical expenses. I think I can tug down the Sheetrock that’s dangling from the ceiling, and stuff the electrical wiring back up into the framework.”


      Sam whistled. “Wouldn’t do that if I were you. Handling electrical wiring is tricky. You could get hurt or even screw up the stuff inside the house. And there’s probably insulation that should be replaced. You have to be careful—the old staff could have asbestos in it. Why don’t you let me stop by and take a look and give you an estimate? Your neighborhood is on my usual route.”


      “Sam!”


      Rachel turned to admonish Maxwell for running in the store, but he had slowed by the time he reached them.


      “Hey, Maxwell.” Sam ruffled her son’s hair. The two of them had the same color hair and both looked as though combs were forbidden objects. “You supposed to be out and about so soon after they cut into you?”


      “It was laparoscopic surgery,” Maxwell explained with his usual droll condescension. “Do you know what that is, Sam?”


      “No, but I suspect you’re going to tell me,” he said, with a wink to Rachel.


      Who did the man think he was, nudging into their lives with his movies and chitchat in the produce aisle? It wasn’t that easy. The way to her heart was not through forming a friendship with her son. So he could take those winks and—


      “It means the surgeons make a very small cut in the skin and go in with a device that has a movie camera on it,” Maxwell explained. “That lets them see what they are looking for without making a huge incision, then they take it out with precision instruments.”


      “That sounds like science fiction,” Sam said. “Are you sure they didn’t stick an alien in there before they closed you up?”


      Maxwell sighed and shook his head. “Aliens are hokum. Laparoscopic surgery has been around for decades, Sam. You should look it up online. Mom, can we get a smoothie on the way out?”


      The store boasted a smoothie machine at the deli counter. Maxwell’s favorite was the mango banana.


      “Of course. Nice to see you again, Mr. Jones.”


      Rachel started toward the deli section, but was suddenly aware the conversation between Maxwell and Sam had not ended. In fact, Sam accompanied them to the deli counter, where she hastily dug out a steel canteen she always carried with her, and set it under the smoothie dispenser.


      “So, Sam, I did some research online about donating movies to hospitals,” Maxwell said.


      “You did?” Rachel asked abruptly.


      Her son nodded.


      “Cool,” Sam said. “What did you find out, buddy?” He leaned against the stainless steel counter right next to Rachel, arms crossed and brilliant white smile distracting her until the drink overflowed. Sam noticed and gave her another wink, then quickly returned his attention to Maxwell.


      “You were researching charitable donations, Maxwell?” she asked, grabbing a handful of napkins. She was sometimes taken by surprise at her son’s enterprising behavior.


      “Yes, last night. And I found the neatest organization. It’s called Kid Flicks. I read all about them. They’re legit. Wait, let me bring it up so I can tell you about it.”


      Maxwell set down his backpack, which he never went anywhere without, and tugged out the iPad his grandparents had given him for Christmas.


      “Maybe Mr. Jones has some grocery shopping to do,” Rachel suggested as she cleaned up the mess of bright orange frozen fruit from the counter with a couple of the inadequately thin napkins. “You shouldn’t bother him.”


      “I’m in no hurry,” Sam argued. “In fact, I want to hear about this organization. If there’s a place that accepts movies for kids, I’m on it.”


      Offering a wincing smile, Rachel wondered why she couldn’t just let the man talk to them. She’d gone manless far too long if this redneck carpenter could make her heart do flip-flops. He was handsome and kind and seemed like a perfectly normal guy, yet he was also a little too sexy for her vulnerable heart. It would be like combining mango with spinach in a smoothie. It just wouldn’t work because, well, because she had certain expectations and—hell, who was she kidding?


      What was wrong with a little friendly conversation?


      She’d focused on Maxwell and her career as a Realtor for so long, she wasn’t sure she’d know a good thing if it walked up and stole her red pepper.


      “See here.” Maxwell moved beside Sam, who squatted to look at the website her son had brought up on the screen. “Kid Flicks was founded by four sisters, Lexi, Romi, Marni and Berni Barta, when a friend of theirs was being treated for leukemia and needed something to help her pass the time while she was in the hospital. This is a picture of the sisters. They’re pretty.”


      “Pretty smart, if you ask me,” Sam said. “So the Barta sisters founded this organization all on their own? Wow, I’m impressed.”


      “Me too. They were teenagers at the time. Now Kid Flicks sends DVD libraries all over the United States to hundreds of different children’s hospitals and pediatric departments.”


      Whenever her son got excited about something, it lightened Rachel’s heart. She took a sip of Maxwell’s smoothie and got a brain freeze.


      “I got to thinking about all the kids in the hospital,” Maxwell said thoughtfully. “I talked to Katie, the girl across the hall from me, when the nurse got our lunches mixed up. I walked over and traded Jell-O for her pudding. She has a brain tumor, and has been there for weeks. Other kids could be there for months. They can’t all have homework to keep them busy. And what if it’s summertime? No school, and they can’t go outside to play.”


      “It’s got to be tough,” Sam agreed.


      “Katie was sad, but also bored,” Maxwell said. “So being able to watch a movie to distract her from the treatment or take away some of the boredom would be a good thing.”


      “That was a great idea those sisters had,” Sam said.


      “They take donations,” Maxwell continued. “You can send cash or you can hold a drive to collect DVDs and then send them to Kid Flicks. That’s what I’m going to do.”


      “Wait. What?” Rachel bent down beside the two of them and stroked her fingers through her son’s hair. “What evil plan are you concocting now?”


      Maxwell gave her his patented evil villain laugh, complete with wiggling fingers about to clutch the mysterious weapon that would destroy the world.


      “Sounds like Maxwell wants to hold a charity drive to collect DVDs for kids who are stuck in hospitals,” Sam said. “Did I tell you how smart you are, Maxwell? I bet your mom is super proud of you.”


      That Sam could see how special Maxwell was meant a lot to Rachel. She didn’t know what to say, so she said the first thing that came to her. “Maybe you could come over tomorrow afternoon to give us a quote on the garage?”


      Sam’s eyes met hers, and his smile worked its way into her heart with startling ease. “I’ll be there.”


      Maxwell beamed from one to the other.


      Sam shook hands with her son. “I’d better get the rest of my groceries,” he said, and left with promises to see them both tomorrow.


      “He’s cool,” Maxwell said.


      Cool was not a word her precocious son ever used. But Rachel had to agree. Sam Jones was cool.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Three

    


    
      It was just a regular business call, Sam kept telling himself as he navigated the quaint Birch Cove neighborhood to Rachel McHenry’s house. Knock on the door, introduce himself, head to the garage to inspect the damage, and draw up an estimate. All-business.


      “Right,” Sam muttered as he turned onto a cul-de-sac that boasted hedgerows of lilacs in full bloom. He could smell the sweet blossoms through the open window on the passenger side of the rust bucket. Reminded him of his mom’s yard and hiding in the shrubs from her when he was little. No matter how angry she had sounded, she’d always smile when he’d appear with a slapdash bouquet of lilacs in hand.


      “Business,” he muttered.


      So why had he spent an inordinate amount of time getting ready this morning? The first three shirts he’d put on hadn’t been right. Too casual, too plaid, too fussy. He hoped this short-sleeved button-up in a shade of blue he’d always thought garish wasn’t too much. And since when had he last bothered with a scented aftershave?


      “It’s more than work,” he confessed to his smirking subconscious. “She’s pretty, and I like her.”


      It had been a while since he’d so quickly taken a liking to a woman, even one who had chewed him out for having corrupted her child with a kiddie movie. The fire in Rachel McHenry’s green eyes had made Sam smile inside, all the way to his heart. And he hadn’t stopped smiling since chatting with her in the grocery store over peppers and spilled smoothies.


      Pulling up the driveway, he immediately noted the fallen ceiling through the open garage door. It looked not good in a very expensive way.


      Grabbing his notebook, he jumped out and strolled over. A little red Volkswagen was parked on one side of the double garage, and it looked as if water had destroyed a good half of the sheetrock on the opposite side, judging from the chunks hanging down. Blame it on the inordinate amount of rain they’d experienced this spring.


      Sam scanned the interior. No kids’ toys were stacked along the wall, which he thought odd. Most garages in family neighborhoods sported bikes and sports equipment at least.


      He stepped back out onto the driveway and, shielding his eyes from the sun, leaned back to check the shingles. Not a quality product, judging from the loss of pebbles, and the black streaks indicated mildew. Probably a combination of ice damage, excessive rain and years of inattention. He knew single women rarely thought of things like house maintenance, which was why he had so many as clients.


      “Sam!” a voice called from a screened second-floor window.


      “Oh, hey, Maxwell! Your mom home?” “She’s out back planting flowers. I’ll be down in a bit, but I’ve got some work to finish first.”


      “Sure thing, buddy.”


      The kid must work harder than an executive at a Fortune 500 company. Sam saluted Maxwell, then wandered around the side of the pink house, following the bright path of purple flowers to a concrete patio slab.


      A vision in a flowered skirt and soft pink top squatted before a bag of mulch, intently reading the instructions on the plastic bag. Sunlight fell on her flushed cheek and Sam’s fingers moved at his thighs, as if eager to touch the rosy softness. Wasn’t every day a classy woman like Rachel McHenry came into his life. Not that she was in his life. But he intended to enjoy the moment.


      He cleared his throat.


      Rachel stood quickly and, at the sight of him, patted her hair, which was tied back with a floaty pink scarf. “Oh, Sam. I almost forgot you were coming over today.”


      Really? Sam’s heart dropped. Ah well, so he’d get the estimate done, then head back to work and life as he knew it. He should have figured he’d never have a chance with a classy lady like Rachel McHenry.


      “Maxwell called out to me from his window. Does that kid ever not have homework?”


      “He’s actually working on the DVD project. And I believe you were the one who put that idea into his sponge of a brain.”


      Sam wasn’t sure if that was an accusation or just a statement, but he intended to tread lightly until he could figure out the lovely Miss McHenry. She was about the only lady in this neighborhood who had not flirted or plied her wiles with him.


      On the other hand, why hadn’t she?


      It was the shirt. He knew he should have gone with the stripes. At least his hair was combed and he smelled a trifle better than eau de sawdust.


      As if you have a chance in hell, buddy.


      “So you need some help with that?”


      She hefted the bag of mulch. “Cocoa mulch. It’s very light. I’m going to spread it around the patio. Smells great when the sun falls on it.”


      “Cocoa mulch? So it smells like…?”


      “Chocolate,” she said, with a sweet roll of her eyes, as if she were enjoying the treat right now. “Made from cocoa bean husks.”


      Man, he did love a woman who knew how to enjoy life’s treats. But spreading chocolate husks around her patio? Now, that sounded beyond decadent.


      “The garage door is open,” she said, jarring him back to reality.


      “Oh, right. I took a quick look inside. Water damage from the roof, I suspect, but I’ll have to grab a ladder off the truck and climb up to check for sure. Okay if I do that?”


      “Go for it.”


      * * *


      Rachel followed Sam’s retreat around the side of the house. He had a distinct bowlegged walk, all lanky and a little curved, his strong hands swinging at his sides with casual ease. So sexy.


      The mulch bag she’d been leaning on gave way and she plunged forward, landing on the half-empty bag in a sprawl. Rachel blew a strand of hair from her face and glanced toward the corner of the house where Sam had just disappeared. He hadn’t seen.


      “What am I doing?” she muttered. “I’ve been around handsome men before. Why does that one put me off my game?”


      Her game being a cold facade that announced to the single men in the world that she was picky about her relationships and wasn’t about to let anyone nudge their way into her life—and that of her son’s—until they’d passed her rigorous requirements.


      Thing was, she’d never really established what those should be.


      The man had to be good with children. And kind. Smart and employed were two important qualifications. But the real test seemed rooted in her heart, some indefinable quality Rachel sensed she would know only when actually experiencing it.


      No matter. She’d been with the guy all of a dozen minutes total. It was far too early to start picking out sexy dresses and planning dates.


      She glanced up toward the window of Maxwell’s room, overlooking the backyard. The delight in her son’s eyes when they’d run into Sam in the grocery store had been undeniable.


      What did he see in Sam Jones that her own blinders were blocking?


      * * *


      A half hour later, Rachel wandered around to the driveway to find Sam leaning against the hood of his truck, jotting numbers in a notebook.


      “So what’s the bad news on the garage?” she asked.


      “It’s going to cost a couple thousand in materials, for sure. But I can give you a deal on the labor.”


      “Yikes.”


      He shrugged. “Building materials are spendy. And you really should reshingle, but that’s another job entirely. Your house is old, like mine. This little town boasts a lot of 1960s homes. There’s a point when repairs get unwieldy and maybe you should consider looking for something newer.”


      “You’re telling me, a real estate agent, that? I’d love to find something newer, and less costly when it comes to repairs, but good housing is expensive.”


      “You’re a real estate agent? That’s cool. I’m looking for some land.”


      “Is that so? To build on?” “Yep. I would love to find a plot north of the cities, with lots of trees, maybe a creek to attract wildlife. A place to build my dream house and raise a family. Maybe even get some goats. I like goats.”


      The man liked goats. And he had a dream. Nice.


      “I’d like to help you make that dream come true. Are you working with a Realtor?”


      “No, haven’t gotten that far yet, but if you’re offering, I’m in.”


      “Depending on how much acreage you’re looking for, I think I can find a few properties for you to look at next week, if you’re interested.”


      “That would be awesome.” He slipped a business card from a paper clip on the notebook and handed it to her. “Give me a call when you’ve got some places in mind,” he said with a hopeful smile.


      From around the corner, they heard the echo of giggles from a nine-year-old boy.


      “Maxwell?” Rachel called. Her son was sitting in the side door to the garage.


      He got up and wandered out to the driveway. When Sam offered a high five, Maxwell met it with a hearty return slap. “Can I ask Sam a question, Mom? It’s about my project.”


      “Sure, Maxwell.”


      Blocking the sun from his eyes with his hand, Maxwell looked up at the tall man. “I was wondering if you could help me plan my campaign, Sam.”


      “Oh, Maxwell, I don’t know—” Rachel started.


      “Is that for the DVDs for the hospitals?” Sam asked.


      “It is. And after consideration, I realize I need a wish man.”


      “Uh, I think you mean wing man, buddy.”


      “Oh, right. Wing man.” Hands clasped behind his back, shifting from side to side a little anxiously, Maxwell asked, “Would you be my wing man, Sam?”


      “Two great offers in less than five minutes?” Sam flashed Rachel a wink. “Today is my lucky day. Deal.”


      “Awesome! I have a presentation prepared. Do you have time to come look at it?”


      “I, uh…” Swiping a palm down his chest, Sam looked to Rachel for approval.


      She appreciated that.


      “That would be fine,” she said. “But don’t keep Sam too long, Maxwell. I’m sure he’s a busy man.”


      “Great! It’s only a couple minutes,” Maxwell assured him as he took the man’s hand and led him toward the house.


      “Bring your stuff out to the patio,” she called. “So I can keep an eye on you.”


      It was Sam who saluted her before he disappeared into the house behind her son.


      Rachel leaned her elbows on the truck hood and sighed. Sawdust, goats and sexy winks. That man was dangerous to a woman’s heart. Especially a heart that hadn’t realized it was wanting until now.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Four

    


    
      The next day, Sam was back at the McHenry household, but he didn’t have a tool belt buckled around his hips. Instead, he wielded a green crayon and studied the poster design Maxwell had created in his PowerPoint presentation. Thanks to the McHenrys’ pastor, who lived three houses away, the industrious boy had already gone ahead and secured the local church’s parking lot to hold the DVD drive. He planned to put up posters advertising the event throughout the neighborhood and at his school.


      “I’ll need you to be my delivery and shipping man,” Maxwell said as he went over a checklist on the iPad screen before him. “Can I count on you for that, Sam?”


      “Of course you can, buddy.”


      “That means you’ll have to take all the movies we collect and box them up and ship them to the Kid Flicks office in California. And you’ll be responsible for shipping charges as well. Is that okay? I don’t have much in my petty funds account after buying a new app for the iPad. It’s a 3-D brain. So cool.”


      “Maxwell, shipping expenses will be my contribution to the cause. Am I doing this right?”


      The boy leaned over Sam’s shoulder and inspected the poster he was working on. They planned to put this one on the street in front of the church the day of the event. “Nice. But maybe outline the green with black to make it stand out.”


      “Good call.”


      Out in the hallway, the vacuum cleaner sounded as Rachel moved into a nearby bedroom. She’d stayed close, never farther than a room away, which Sam found admirable. The woman had no reason to throw caution to the wind and trust him alone with her son, though she shouldn’t worry so much.


      On the other hand, he liked her being close by. Every so often, he caught a whiff of her rose-scented perfume and had to tuck his head down to hide his appreciative smile from Maxwell.


      When the vacuum stopped and they heard the door close on the master bedroom, Sam figured she was making the bed with the stack of sheets that had been piled in a basket in the hallway.


      “So.” Maxwell sat across the writing desk from Sam, putting up his feet and clasping his hands behind his neck in a comical version of the office boss. He whispered, “You like my mom, Sam?”


      Sam sat up straight, glancing out the open doorway. She couldn’t have heard that. Sneaky kid. “I, uh…I do. I think she’s very smart—well, she has to be with a son like you—and she puts chocolate in her garden.”


      “Doesn’t that stuff smell awesome? I do my homework outside in the spring and fall.”


      “You really need to cut down on all the homework, buddy. Don’t you have a swing set or a bike?”


      “A swing set?” Maxwell rolled his eyes. “That’s for babies. Besides, I’m not athletic. I prefer mental gymnastics.”


      Sam shrugged. If the kid never tried anything remotely sportslike, how could he know what he liked and didn’t like? But Sam wouldn’t push. Maxwell might remind him of Jeff, but they were two entirely different people. Jeff had always wanted to come along on his jobs and watch Sam work. They’d built a birdhouse together once, and it still hung in the willow tree in his backyard.


      “I could teach you how to put up a ceiling,” he suggested.


      Maxwell tapped his chin, considering. “Too risky for a kid my age and of such a tender constitution.” He patted his right side. “I’m still recovering, you know.”


      “I know.” Sam held back his smirk.


      The kid was a character, and there was nothing at all wrong with that. He scanned the walls of the boy’s room, noting a chart of the human brain, the periodic table and a poster of a giant cicada. Not a team pennant in sight. Jeff’s room had been filled with sports pennants. Both he and Sam had enjoyed going to the Vikings games with their dad when he was alive.


      “So just you and your mom, eh? You ever wish you had a father?”


      “That’s a very forward question, Sam.”


      “Yeah.” Sam sat back and tossed the crayon onto the stack. “Sorry, buddy. It’s just, I don’t know…every boy needs a dad.”


      “Actually, that’s not true.” Maxwell leaned forward and turned the iPad around to type in something. “Statistics show that a majority of boys brought up by a single mother tend to thrive.” He turned the tablet computer to face Sam. It displayed a graph, but Sam didn’t study it too closely. This wasn’t a topic best discussed with graphs or charts; it should come from the heart.


      “I mean,” Maxwell continued, “look at the president. He was raised by a single mother. And look where he is now.”


      “You got me there. Your mom raised you well. I’d be proud to have a kid like you.”


      “You would? Well.” The boy studied the poster, his fingers toying with the stack of crayons. “I can’t say I wouldn’t mind if Mom fell in love someday. Of course, I would also have to like the guy, but my liking him would hinge on her liking him.”


      “That’s very generous of you, buddy. Sounds like you’ve given it some thought.”


      “Mom and I have discussed this. She’s not desperate for a husband, nor am I desperate for a father. But she would like to fall in love, and I want that for her. Are you going to kiss my mom, Sam?”


      “I, uh…” Wow. That one had come from out of left field. Sam straightened on the chair and rubbed his neck.


      “Because I’d be okay with it,” Maxwell said. “In fact, I give you permission to kiss my mom.”


      “Well, uh, thanks. I’ll keep that in mind. I think I should go after that coffee she offered earlier. How about we take a break?”


      Maxwell checked his wristwatch. “Yep. Time for a break. Meet you out on the patio?”


      “Deal.”


      * * *


      Maxwell fell asleep on the hammock with a dripping Popsicle stick in his hand. Rachel carefully removed the purple-stained stick and set it on the iron table before joining Sam, who sat on the bench beneath the willow tree. Her yard was small and she shared the willow with the backyard neighbors. She’d love to find a bigger lot where Maxwell could run around, but truth was, he was more into mental play than physical.


      Of course, she could entirely imagine her son tossing a baseball with Sam. That thought made her blush and she looked aside so Sam wouldn’t notice. What was with all the blushing lately? Get a grip, Rachel.


      “Did you and Maxwell get a lot done?” she asked.


      “Yep. We started the posters, and one of the sisters at Kid Flicks emailed some guidelines for how to handle the drive. Maxwell plans to put up posters at his school and church, and I’ll take some around for grocery stores and community bulletin boards. Your son is one smart little man. Too smart for me, I think.”


      And that was it, wasn’t it? Maxwell did tend to intimidate most of her dates. If it wasn’t because the man couldn’t imagine taking on a girlfriend with a nine-year-old son, it was because said nine-year-old was often smarter than the adults and wasn’t afraid to show it. She’d never admonish Maxwell for his intelligence. If a guy couldn’t handle the kid, then he wasn’t the right man for her or her son.


      And really? This was not a date. So what was she thinking?


      “He really needs to learn how to play,” Sam suggested. “All work and no play makes for a dull boy.”


      “You think Maxwell is dull?”


      “Far from it. There’s enough going on in that kid’s brain to entertain masses. What I mean is, well, I shouldn’t say anything. I’m not a parent.”


      “No, you’re not.” She had raised her son just fine without unwanted advice from the peanut gallery.


      “Right, though I do have some experience with kids. My younger brother, Jeff… Well, I feel like kids need to run around, toss a ball, maybe fall off a bike once in a while. Heck, Maxwell is only nine and he thought he was too old to watch a cartoon.”


      “He said it was about a toaster who could talk.”


      “Yeah, but did he tell you about the toaster’s awesome quest? And the blankie? Such a great actor, that blanket.”


      “Still. Like you said, you’re not a parent, and I think my experience trumps yours.”


      Sam’s heavy sigh tweaked Rachel’s conscience. She’d been direct with him, but it was a practiced defense. The fact that it bothered her was a revelation.


      Take it down a notch, Rachel, she admonished herself. Just chill.


      “You know what happened first time I hit a ball?” Sam asked.


      “Something worthy of Funniest Home Videos?”


      Sam chuckled. “No crotch shots, but I did take out my mother’s gnome. Sheared that ugly red hat clean off the bugger.”


      Rachel laughed and Sam slid his hand into hers. When he pulled it up to rub her fingers against his cheek, she suddenly went quiet.


      “You smell like a grape Popsicle,” he said. He looked down and smirked, as if he’d just thought of something funny, yet wasn’t sure if he could share.


      “What is it?”


      He kissed the back of her hand. “I’ll have you know your son gave me permission to kiss his mother.”


      “Is that so?”


      Her cunning little boy was playing matchmaker? She would have words with him later about his sneaky tendencies.


      Or perhaps not. Could she rush right from being cold, her emotions walled up, into open and ready for a kiss? Everything about Sam oozed sensuality, from his liquid brown eyes to that soft smirk and his wide, strong hand clutching hers.


      A kiss? Kisses never harmed anyone.


      “So, Handy Sam, what are you going to do with that permission?”


      “Let’s see.”


      He kissed the side of her hand, where she knew he could taste the sticky grape juice, and then leaned closer. She followed his cue, her heart thudding as the warm masculine heat of him invaded her pores and his breath hushed over her lips.


      The kiss was slow and tender, and it felt right, like the summer sun when she took her first step out onto the grass in the morning. Sitting beneath the breeze-tossed willow leaves, she felt she was in a dream she’d never had before, because it would have seemed silly to even imagine such a moment. But there was nothing silly about Sam Jones and his unrelenting kindness toward both her and Maxwell. Or this delightful kiss.


      Behind them, they heard Maxwell whisper triumphantly, “Yes!” and the kiss was broken as their mouths opened to laughter.


      But Rachel’s quickly faded. It had been irresponsible to take such a step with her son so close. And with her heart feeling tender right now, so…out of sorts. Sam Jones toyed with her carefully erected walls, and even though he’d just knocked down a few bricks, she wasn’t about to surrender. She’d been there before, and a failed romantic relationship always ended up hurting Maxwell more than her.


      “That was too fast,” she whispered, glancing toward her son.


      Sam seemed momentarily perplexed, then nodded. “Probably. Sorry. Couldn’t resist.”


      “I did encourage it. I just…” Need to go slower. “It’s getting late. I have to start supper.” She stood up, collected the Popsicle stick and left Sam sitting beside Maxwell while she hurried into the house.


      Too fast, the logical part of her brain insisted. Yet that impetuous, wanting part of her that she tried to keep locked away began to unfurl and flutter within her heart.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Five

    


    
      Over the next few days, Sam worked in the McHenry garage, tearing out Sheetrock, replacing insulation and putting up a new plywood ceiling. He didn’t see Rachel until right before the school bus pulled up. She always arrived five minutes before Maxwell stepped off the bus. And she merely waved to Sam, then disappeared inside the house with her son.


      Sam had blown it with the kiss the other day, even though at the time he’d felt she’d been open to it. But she’d shut him down quickly.


      “Out of my league,” he muttered, reminding himself to keep an eye on the job and not the woman’s legs.


      “Sam!”


      “What? Ouch!” Startled by Maxwell’s shout, Sam had inadvertently grabbed a serrated board and felt a sliver enter his finger with a sharp stab.


      Maxwell stepped back at his booming shout, and Sam realized he’d freaked him. The boy retreated into the house, calling for his mother.


      “Great. Now she’ll never forgive me for scaring her kid.”


      Wincing at the inch-long sliver of wood sticking out of his thumb, Sam vacillated between going after the kid and trying to explain himself, or just leaving it be. He was already on unstable ground with Rachel.


      “What’s going on?” She swept into the garage, while her son lingered near the door, warily peering at them. “You frightened Maxwell.”


      “I didn’t mean to.” Sam stuck his hand behind his back—and forgot the boy was behind him.


      “He’s bleeding!” Maxwell yelled.


      “Let me see,” Rachel insisted.


      Sam shook his head.


      “Maxwell was worried about you. That’s why he came to get me.”


      “I’m a big boy. Get slivers all the time. It’ll be fine.”


      “Not if it’s bleeding. Come inside and let me get some alcohol. I won’t have you bleeding to death in my garage.”


      “It’s hardly a fatal wound.”


      With a defiant lift of her chin, she said, “Show me.”


      With a defeated sigh, Sam brought up his hand. Maxwell peeped and scampered back into the house.


      “My son isn’t keen on the sight of blood,” Rachel said, taking Sam’s wrist and tugging him toward the house.


      “Really? And he wants to be a brain surgeon?”


      “I’ve been informed there’s minimal blood when doing brain surgery. Let’s get you cleaned up. You’re lucky. It’s suppertime. I may have to feed you to counter any wooziness from your injury.”


      Sam was about to protest that he was not at all woozy, when it hit him that she’d just invited him to stay for supper.


      Way to work the injury, Jones.


      * * *


      Dinner went well, and Rachel couldn’t get over the glances she caught Maxwell giving Sam. She’d swear they were looks of admiration. Plenty of times she’d invited a man over for a meal, but Maxwell had never offered him more than a “hello, I’ve got homework.”


      So what made Sam different? He was completely opposite Rachel’s usual type of guy. He wasn’t a businessman. He probably didn’t even own a pair of leather loafers or a snazzy tie. His hair was never styled, though she had to give Sam credit because it did looked combed tonight. His laughter was free and unguarded. And she’d counted four freckles on his nose while taking sneaky peeks at him over the crunchy garlic bread.


      So unlike her usual polite and refined dates. And so unexpectedly delightful. She wondered why it had taken her so long to find someone like him.


      It’s because you have all those silly requirements, remember? And you’re not even sure what exactly is needed to pass Go and collect the two hundred dollars and your heart.


      Right. But maybe it was time she redefined that list. Apparently Sam had already broken down part of the wall she’d erected around her heart. Would it be so difficult to let him attempt the rest?


      As she ran the sink full of water to soak the dishes, Sam joined her and grabbed a towel. “I’ll dry,” he said. “As thanks for the excellent meal.”


      “Oh…” She was about to protest that she could leave the dishes until after he left, but the feel of his strong, solid form standing next to her, their arms brushing, was not something she wanted to dismiss so quickly. “All right then. Is your thumb okay?”


      He waggled the bandaged digit. “Your lasagna saved the day. I might have been a goner if you hadn’t fortified me with food.”


      Performing his usual after-supper duties, Maxwell cleared the table, and as she placed the last of the dishes beside her on the counter, gave her a wink. Where had the kid learned that? Ah, yes. Sam’s winks were apparently infectious.


      “Sam, after you and Mom are finished, can you help me with a few more details on the DVD drive?”


      “Sure, buddy.”


      “Yes!” Her son raced upstairs toward his bedroom.


      “You have an interesting connection with Maxwell,” Rachel said as she soaped up the plates. “He likes you.”


      “I like him. It’s amazing how quickly he recovered from surgery, but as he explained, it was laparoscopic. I actually did go home and look that one up. Guy could learn a lot hanging around that kid.”


      “He has to return next week for a follow-up visit, but yes, kids are very resilient.”


      “Most of them.”


      She sensed a sadness fall over Sam, but didn’t want to question him. Perhaps he’d known a child who hadn’t been so resilient. Best to keep first dates light.


      This is not a date, Rachel. Don’t forget, he’s here on business.


      Well, sort of a date. Why can’t you allow yourself to have some fun?


      Because every time she started liking a guy, she’d think Great, now I’ve found a dad for Maxwell. But her heart knew it shouldn’t be about finding her son a father, it should be about finding a man she could love. Yet the argument that Maxwell could use a dad was never far behind, and that always muddled everything and made it too complicated, so she generally abandoned the whole quest. She wasn’t desperate for commitment, but she would never pass up a real relationship with the right man.


      “I’m sorry about the other day,” Sam said, breaking into her thoughts.


      “What happened the other day?”


      “You know, when I kissed you.”


      “Oh.” He was apologizing for a kiss. Swell, Rachel. Real relationship? What a crock.


      “I sense you need to take things slow. Maybe you’re a little confused.”


      “Confused? About a kiss? What kind of a woman do you think I am?”


      “I think you’re a gorgeous, smart woman who is in a league much higher than my own, that’s what I think.”


      “Really? You know how ridiculous that sounds?”


      “Not from my perspective. And you have a kid.”


      As if she was ever going to forget the one detail that would forever damn her dating prospects. Time to draw up the walls again. Her foray into trust wasn’t getting her where she wanted to be.


      “Don’t worry about it. There’s nothing to be sorry for.”


      They worked side by side over the sink in stunning silence. Until Sam placed the last dried plate on the counter and abruptly stated, “All right. I just gotta know. Where does Maxwell’s father fit in? Since you’re not Mrs. McHenry?”


      Well, that was direct, but she had to give him credit for daring to ask. Most men waffled around the subject for far too long.


      “I’ve never been married. Had Sam when I was twenty. Maxwell’s father—well, it’s not right to call him that. He’s more the sperm donor. We dated almost a year, but we’d already split up by the time I learned I was pregnant. And when I told him, he said it wasn’t his spiritual path to be a father.”


      “Is that so?”


      “Yes, and I was, and still am, cool with that. He was a fine man and I respect him. We just had different outlooks on life and family. Maxwell and I have done well on our own. Better, I suspect, than if I’d married the guy just because, you know?” She was rambling. But best to have it all out there now that she’d started. “Anyway, the last I heard about him he was living in an ashram in India.”


      “Wow. Must be tough sometimes, doing it all on your own and being so independent.”


      “You say independent like it’s a dirty word.”


      “No. I, uh… Hell. I just can’t seem to say the right thing around you.”


      She let him off the hook with a chuckle. “Maxwell does get everything I can give him, but I’ve never forgotten about myself. I’ve learned to be selfish. If I don’t make time to take care of me, then who will care for Maxwell?”


      “You’re a strong woman, Rachel. I like that. It’s kinda sexy.”


      She ducked her head and picked up another plate to hide the blush she felt heating her cheeks. At the same time she hoped Sam did not get the vibe that she was husband hunting. She most definitely was not.


      Maybe?


      Sam hung up the towel and then smoothed a hand over her shoulder. His wide grip seemed to encompass so much of her that she felt…safe. “Thanks, Rachel. This has been a great day.”


      It seemed as though he might lean in to kiss her, but instead he delivered another devastating wink and went in search of Maxwell.


      Rachel sighed at the missed opportunity. But of course he wouldn’t kiss her again. He’d thought she was upset over the first time?


      And too independent? Perhaps. But only because she had to be. Such a trait didn’t ever go well with handsome single men, though.


      Hmm… Was she the one, more than her son, who was keeping men away? When she gave it some thought… Who was Sam with right now?


      “It is me,” she whispered.


      * * *


      Why hadn’t he kissed her again? Something about the mention of Maxwell’s father, and the message that she was doing just fine on her own, had kept him from intruding on her seemingly idyllic life. And the fact that he just couldn’t seem to say the right thing around Rachel.


      Or hell, maybe he was getting cold feet.


      Did he want to step into a cute little family with a precocious kid and career-dedicated mother? Did he believe he’d fit into the picture—tossing a baseball to the kid while the mom tended the backyard flowers in her pretty scarf, with blushing cheeks? Could he see himself as an instant father? Sam had been responsible for Jeff for the last six years. Taking care of someone was a hard job, let alone taking care of two someones. Responsibility was a big word for a reason. Sam liked to kick back with his buddies and have a few beers. And not answering to anyone rocked. For the most part.


      But what did he want, first and foremost? Of course he wanted passion and all-night makeout sessions—sex was necessary to a man’s very survival. But he didn’t need that right away. The slow getting-to-know-each-other suited him just fine.


      But he was thinking way ahead of the game.


      “No official dates yet,” he muttered as he slid into the rust bucket and started the engine. Backing out of the driveway, he turned to wave to Maxwell, who always stood behind the screen door to watch him drive away.


      “I do like that kid, though.”


      * * *


      Rachel looked over the posters Maxwell had created with Sam to announce the upcoming DVD drive. Her son had stacked them neatly by the door in preparation for their run around town before his checkup. She was proud of him for taking on this project. She’d never thought something so simple as a movie could provide comfort to a sick child.


      She was thankful Maxwell’s visit to the hospital had gone well and had been a routine procedure. And her heart broke for those mothers who had to sit by their children’s bedsides and watch them suffer. It wasn’t right. But she liked to think all things happened for a reason, and that Maxwell’s surgery had been a lesson in strength for her.


      A warm hand slid into hers and she squeezed. “I’m proud of you, Maxwell. This event is going to be a success, I know it.”


      “Why are you crying, Mom?”


      She sniffed at the rogue tear that had escaped. “I’m just thinking about all the kids and their parents—will have a better experience during their hospital stay because of you.”


      She bent down and pulled him into a long overdue hug. She wasn’t a huggy kind of person, and sometimes she forgot that a few moments of contact was the best way to parent. Sam was right. A kid shouldn’t be stuck doing homework all day, even if it was the child who insisted on doing said homework. Maxwell needed to go outside, run around and learn a sport, or just track insects across the lawn with a spyglass.


      “Let’s stop by the science store on the way to your checkup tomorrow,” she suggested. “You need a hobby.”


      Maxwell arched brow in suspicion.


      “It’s almost summer, sweetie. You need to go outside, get some sun, toss around a football.”


      “You’ve been talking to Sam too much.”


      She sighed. Yes, but their last conversation had been tense. She wasn’t hitting it off with the man as well as Maxwell seemed to believe she was.


      “I know you enjoy your schoolwork, and working on the computer, and I would never tell you to stop. But the smartest kids have a wide variety of interests and passions.”


      “The human brain is my passion, Mom. As well as math.”


      “So bring that passion for mathematics outdoors. Calculate the velocity of a football tossed from one end of the yard to the other.” “Hmm…” He thumbed his lower lip. “That is a possibility. But only if Sam tosses the football.”


      She smiled at Maxwell, but inside she felt her stomach squeeze with gentle warning. He had developed an infatuation for the man.


      “Let’s take things slowly with Sam,” she said.


      “I understand, Mom. He’s someone we both like, for the first time ever. We won’t mess this one up, I know it. “She tousled his hair and rose to leave his room before he could see another mutinous teardrop fall from her eye. Mess things up?


      It seemed Maxwell had won over Sam. Now it was her turn. Did she dare to step up to the challenge of opening her heart to the man?

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Six

    


    
      A phone call from Sam led to Rachel meeting the handsome carpenter at a local coffee shop about an hour before school let out. He had the final invoice, and she suggested they meet in town, since they both were in the vicinity. A public place felt safer, not as intimate as her house.


      They sat in a back corner by a window. Bright sunshine highlighted the freckles on Sam’s nose, and Rachel stole more than a few lingering gazes at him over the rim of her steaming brew. Maybe a little intimacy wasn’t so bad. In fact, she was glad they’d found the private corner.


      All right, do this, her heart said. Take the chance you’ve been wanting to take.


      “So could this be construed as a date?” she suggested in a hopeful tone.


      Sam smirked and tapped the envelope on the table. “Do all your dates hand over bills for their services?”


      “No,” she said with a laugh. “Thus far I’ve been avoiding the gigolo option. Would make for a rather expensive dating life.”


      His smile warmed her soul, and he touched her hand and slid his fingers to her wrist, the skin on skin contact feeling so right. “I’ve been trying to move slow with you. I’m not even sure I’m doing this right, or that you’re keen on the two of us doing the ‘us’ thing.”


      “I know I’ve been sending you mixed signals. It’s an inner struggle I have to learn to deal with. The whole dating-when-you-have-a-child thing.”


      “I get that.”


      “I think I’m ready to take it further. Maybe a movie and some popcorn? That is, if you’re interested.”


      “Rachel, are you kidding me? Of course I’m interested. You’re the prettiest woman I know, and I’ve known a lot of women. Well, you know what I mean. You’re smart and sexy and I like talking to you. You also have this great kid I enjoy spending time with.”


      “I think that’s what throws me a little about you. The fact that you seem to enjoy chumming around with Maxwell.”


      “Why should that be so weird?”


      “I don’t know. It shouldn’t be. It’s just that I’ve had some bad experiences with dating men and introducing them to my son.”


      “I’m sure it’s not easy. But we’ve got things out in the open. I know who you are and what being in your life entails. You know me—“


      “Not as well as I’d like.”


      “Oh yeah? What do you want to know?”


      “What about your family? Are you close with them? Do they live in town? Why aren’t you dating right now? I mean, you’re handsome. Guy like you shouldn’t be single. And why were you in the hospital that day?” “Whoa. That’s a lot of questions. Pick one, and we’ll take it from there.”


      Rachel checked her watch. Ten more minutes before the school bell rang. She and Maxwell had a lot to do, putting up posters, stopping by the science shop, and then his checkup. “Shoot. I have to run. But the questions remain. Maybe we can see a movie and continue the conversation?”


      “I’d like that.” Sam stood as she rose and gathered her purse and the envelope with the invoice in it. “Rachel, I, uh…” He rubbed the back of his neck with a palm and scanned the restaurant behind her, then moved closer and kissed her quickly. “Ah, hell, that was awkward.”


      “It was.” She touched his mouth, and with a side glance to ensure they were standing in a relatively private corner, she then leaned in and kissed him. Slowly, softly, yet long enough to let him know she was stepping into this relationship with arms now open and ready to receive. “See you later, Sam.”


      Walking away, she didn’t fight the smile that curled her lips. Heart wide-open? Check. Let the romance begin.


      * * *


      The posters were in place, and now a reward for their hard work. The science store was run by one of Rachel’s former middle school science teachers, who recognized Maxwell as they entered, and led him to the bug catching supplies. He eagerly selected a neon-green cage and a matching net. They thanked the manager, promising to return, and Maxwell climbed into the backseat of the car and opened the book he kept tucked in the seat divider for drives around the city.


      “What say we stop by Sam’s house and invite him to have dinner with us after your checkup?”


      “Sounds like a good call. Drive on, Mom.”


      She laughed whenever he emulated a rich snob sitting in the backseat, directing his chauffeur. Ten minutes later, after handing him her phone so he could navigate using Google Maps for her, she found Sam’s house, and parked on the street before the tin sign that advertised Handy Sam’s Fix-It.


      “You stay in the car, sweetie.” She winked at her son in the mirror and he winked back. “I won’t be long.”


      He reimmersed himself in the book he was reading.


      “Always something by Oliver Sacks,” Rachel muttered as she approached the open garage door, where she thought she’d seen movement. Sacks was a professor of neurology who wrote case studies and published them, to much acclaim. That kid has a forty-year-old brain inside a nine-year-old’s body, she thought.


      Then smiled to herself, because she loved her son’s old soul. But she was still determined to get him outside for some sun. They’d purchased a book on insects and Maxwell had announced as they’d left the store that he intended to fill the bug catcher with cicadas.


      Her dear little boy would pick the noisiest bug out there.


      A stack of cardboard boxes sat on one side of the double garage next to ladders, paint buckets and tools Rachel assumed were accessories to the construction trade. The rusty old Ford pickup was parked on the other side. Toward the rear of the garage, in the cool shadows, she saw Sam, his broad, plaid-covered back to her. He stood over a box, holding something. She didn’t want to sneak up on him so called out his name.


      He dropped what he’d been holding and spun around. Swiping a finger across his cheek, he sheepishly said, “Oh, hey, Rachel. You’ve never stopped by my place before. How did you know where I live?”


      “Maxwell looked you up on the internet. Sorry, is now a bad time?”


      “Huh? No. Just, uh…” He shoved a hand in his jeans pockets and cast a nervous glance at the box behind him. Rubbing the other palm down the back of his neck, he asked, “What’s the occasion?”


      Feeling an odd coldness radiating off the man, Rachel didn’t step closer. “Sam and I were headed to the hospital for his follow-up visit and we wondered if you’d like to go along? It’s only a fifteen-minute appointment, and I thought you could see if they’ve found a use for the DVDs you dropped off. Afterward, we could have a late dinner at the new restaurant across the street?”


      “Uh…” Again, he glanced at the box behind him. He scanned the garage walls, doing everything he could not to look at her. Scrubbing a hand over his hair, he said, “Probably not right now. I just… No. Sorry.”


      “Oh.” Feeling as if he had just poked a hole in her hopes, Rachel stepped back onto the driveway. She cast a glance to the car, where, fortunately, Maxwell’s attention was on his book.


      “Just can’t right now,” he said curtly. “Maybe some other time.”


      “Right. Don’t worry about it. Your house was on the way, and I thought I’d stop in. See you.” She turned and abruptly walked back to the car.


      Sam did not call after her, which made her wonder if he was angry with her for something. Probably she should have called him instead of just stopping by. Hell, she was out of practice when it came to being friends with the opposite sex.


      Friends? They’d both agreed yesterday in the coffee shop to a weekend movie date. She’d thought he’d been happy to move a little faster, and she had been open to the possibility of a romance.


      Arriving at the driver’s side door, she glanced back at the garage. Her heart performed a funny lurching flip. She’d read Sam’s intentions incorrectly. How foolish of her. Yet how apt for her record with men.


      Maxwell’s face appeared below the car’s sunroof. He pressed his nose to the sunroof glass, and her thoughts switched from the angry guy in the garage to the silly kid in the car. Very un-Maxwell-like. Her son had definitely found a different, more relaxed side of his personality since he’d met Sam.


      It was a good thing she hadn’t taken him into the garage with her and allowed him to witness Sam’s bad mood.


      Sliding inside the car and buckling up, she shifted into gear.


      “Is Sam going to have dinner with us?”


      “He’s busy,” she said.


      Maxwell’s smile dropped. As she drove away, her son twisted his head to track Sam’s house. She shouldn’t let him get his hopes up. Sam was the first man they’d had in their lives for longer than a few days. It was natural for Maxwell to get attached to him.


      “You know Sam is just a friend, right, Maxwell?”


      “Of course.” He’d opened the book, yet his eyes remained focused on the mirror. “Do you know that, Mom?”


      Rachel rolled to a stop at a red light. She met her son’s gaze in the rearview mirror and nodded, because it was too hard to say she did.


      * * *


      Sam jumped into the rust bucket, buckled up and peeled out of the driveway, but Rachel’s cheeky red Volkswagen was already out of sight. He glanced in the rearview mirror and swiped some dust from his cheek. So he was a little slow on the draw. He’d been out of sorts when she’d unexpectedly appeared in the garage, backlit by sunlight so that she glowed like some kind of freakin’ angel.


      And he’d been stupidly rude to her because his thoughts had been elsewhere, in a darker place than Rachel’s smile should ever know.


      Now he pulled into the hospital parking lot and ran inside, straight to the children’s ward, where he knew he would find Maxwell. He skidded to a stop in the open doorway to the waiting room. Both Rachel and Maxwell looked up from the book Maxwell had been reading to her. The boy’s face lit up.


      Rachel tilted her head in question, her mouth tight. Sam’s heart flopped and landed hard in his chest. She had every right to give him that look. But how to explain he’d been in another time and place when she’d called to him in the garage? A year ago, to be exact. And in this very hospital.


      “Uh, sorry.” He walked inside, but remained close to the door, his fingertips tracing the varnished wood. “You caught me at a bad time. I shouldn’t have been so abrupt with you.”


      Rachel looked at Maxwell, then up to the receptionist, who made a show of scanning an upside-down chart. “Maybe we should wait and talk outside, after Maxwell’s appointment?”


      “No, I want Maxwell to hear this. I was rude to your mother when you two stopped by my house earlier, and I want to ask your forgiveness.”


      Maxwell crossed his arms defiantly.


      “You see…” Sam paced, not sure how to explain this, Keeping it all bottled up seemed safest, and yet, suddenly, the words spilled out. “I found a box of my brother’s stuff in the garage and was looking through it. My mind was a thousand miles away and my heart was…”


      He swallowed. Memories cut him like knives. He would not reveal that he’d been crying, and couldn’t bring himself to look at Rachel now.


      Why had he thought it wise to reveal himself, as if it were as simple as stripping the siding from a house to expose the bare framework?


      “Oh, Sam, you’ve never mentioned your brother. Is he…?”


      “He died last year.”


      “I’m sorry.”


      The touch of Rachel’s hand on his shoulder did something to his tight muscles, soothing and releasing his tension. But it also put him back to the same place he’d been, standing alone in the garage with one of Jeff’s photo albums, stuffed with pictures of his younger brother in a Vikings jersey, holding a football and making goofy faces.


      “I, uh…” He glanced toward Maxwell, who was now staring at him openmouthed. “I still get choked up about my brother. Jeff was only six years older than you, buddy. He had a tough time of it his last few weeks. And when I was thinking about him, I wasn’t prepared for your mom to show up and be so pretty and friendly and bright, like she always is.”


      He looked at Rachel, who offered him a smile that was as soft and welcoming as the purple flowers skirting her house.


      Maxwell nodded. “I forgive you for upsetting my mom.”


      “Thanks.”


      That simple gesture made it even harder to stand there and reveal his pain. But Sam had tossed it out there, had revealed his framework, which was desperately in need of some supportive repair.


      “You should have told us about Jeff before,” Rachel said.


      Sam shrugged. “I’m never sure how to bring something like that up. One of those questions you had yesterday that I didn’t answer. It’s personal, you know? And we guys, well…” Right. That was about all he could manage for now in the revealing-one’s-emotions department. “So, I, um, think I should go.”


      “No, stay,” Rachel said. Her fingers moved to gently clasp his forearm. “Please?”


      Much as he didn’t want to break that tender contact, Sam knew himself too well.


      “I think right now I need to be alone. Hell, I gotta head out to the truck. Maybe kick the tires a few times, you know? ‘Bye, Maxwell. I promise we’ll have dinner some other day.”


      Sam quickly left the hospital, feeling more torn than he had when he’d been in the garage. If only the kid hadn’t been so forgiving. It was as if Maxwell’s smile had reached in and touched his heart, and that felt great. Yet at the same time, Sam didn’t know what to do with the empathy.


      And man, had he needed Rachel’s touch. He could still feel her quiet strength, warm on his skin.


      * * *


      Rachel handed Maxwell the remote to the waiting room television. The doctor was running thirty minutes late due to an emergency, so they might be there awhile. He’d finished the chapter in his book, and now he looked toward the stack of DVDs on the table.


      “Go ahead,” she said. “I’m sure there’s a good movie in there somewhere.”


      “Mom.”


      Rachel sighed. “What, Maxwell?”


      “Are you really going to let Sam walk off like that?”


      She turned to look at her son. The forty-year-old man occupying his soul wagged a finger at her and shook his head in the most astonishing, and knowing, reprimand. “He’s upset, Maxwell.”


      “I know, but do you think he was taking care of his brother all alone? Without any parents? He’s never mentioned his parents, so they could be dead, too. You should go talk to him.”


      Right now that’s what she wanted more than anything. Sam had clearly been out of sorts. She hated to see anyone so torn. Her heart wept to know how awful he could be feeling.


      “Are you sure?”


      The credits for a children’s cartoon began to roll, and Maxwell’s attention switched to the television. “Go,” he muttered. “I can go into the doctor’s office on my own.”


      “No, you need a parent with you.”


      “Yeah, but it’s another twenty minutes for sure. And I know Lisa.”


      The receptionist smiled at them. She’d babysat Maxwell for two summers, and Rachel trusted her.


      “The parking lot is right outside the window,” Maxwell said. “I can see Sam’s truck. He hasn’t left yet. Go, Mom! I can wave to you when the doctor is ready.”


      She leaned in and kissed his forehead. “I love you, Maxwell McHenry.”


      
        He gave her a little push. “Hurry up, or you might miss him.”

      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Seven

    


    
      Rachel spied Sam’s truck at the back of the parking lot. She had to smile. It was a wonder the vehicle even stayed together with all the rust patching over what she guessed had once been a forest-green body. Two sets of ladders were strapped across a side rack and Sam’s back was to her. He leaned his elbows on the truck bed.


      She swallowed, sensing this was not going to be easy for either of them. Rachel McHenry was the queen of keeping her emotions bottled up inside, so who was she to think she could understand another person’s pain? But an irresistible force deep within nudged her forward, if only to make contact with him, to touch him and let him know she did care.


      “Sam?”


      He lifted his head, but didn’t turn to acknowledge her. Rachel could feel his sadness float through the air in tangible waves.


      “You leave Maxwell alone inside?” he muttered.


      “He can see us from the waiting room window. The receptionist is a former babysitter, so he’s in good hands. He’s the one who said I shouldn’t ignore my urge to follow you out here.”


      Sam chuffed out an abbreviated, but lackluster, chuckle.


      She put her hands on his shoulders and gave them a squeeze. He tried to shrug her off, but it was a futile attempt, so she maintained contact.


      “Can we talk?” she asked. “Have you spoken to anyone about your brother?”


      He shook his head, and she wasn’t sure what else to say or do.


      How many times, when she was a young, new mother, had she wished that people would ask if she needed help or wanted to talk about her struggles? Raising a child as a single mom in a small town was not easy, thanks to ignorance and gossip, but acceptance had finally come. Rachel didn’t know what to do for Sam, but at least she could offer.


      “I want to be here for you,” she said gently. “Whatever you need, just ask.”


      Sam turned and, before she could say another word, pulled her into his arms and nuzzled his head against her shoulder. It wasn’t so much a hug as an entreaty for understanding, for kindness, for a quiet connection. And she gave it willingly.


      He sniffed, and she wondered if he was crying. Didn’t matter. He was safe in her arms. Because she understood about needing to talk about something, yet not being able to put it into words. And she was pretty sure guys didn’t sit around talking about their feelings. Sam might never have had an opportunity to share his pain, his loss.


      “He was just a kid,” Sam said. She felt him tremble, and hugged him closer, clinging to the soft plaid shirt on his back. “Jeff had leukemia. The doctors tried everything, but it was too aggressive. We weren’t able to find a bone marrow donor. He died four months after being diagnosed.”


      Rachel held Sam silently, sensing he would tell her what he wanted to, his own time. But meanwhile she felt warm tears spilling down her cheeks. They belonged to both Sam and her.


      “Our parents died in a car accident when Jeff was eight, so I was all he had. I tried, Rachel. I tried so hard, but I couldn’t save him. I should have been able to save him. Why couldn’t I?”


      “I don’t know,” she said. It was always sad when a young person died, and there was never an acceptable reason for it. “Sam, it’s okay. I just want you to know it’s okay.”


      He nodded against her shoulder, then abruptly straightened and turned aside to wipe his eyes. “I’m acting like a nut here. I don’t know what came over me. I don’t think I’ve cried since the funeral.”


      Rachel’s heart tumbled at that confession. This man needed to grieve. “You can cry on my shoulder anytime.”


      He chuckled and shot her a hopeful look. “Anytime? I just may take you up on that offer.”


      He quickly looked away, and she sensed he needed some time alone.


      “I should be getting back inside. You going to be okay?”


      “Right now? No. I think I’m going to blast out some more tears after you walk away.”


      “Tears are good.”


      “Is that so? Kinda sissy, don’t you think?”


      “Not at all.” She touched his cheek, tracing a wet trail. “Tears are for healing. We women have known that for ages. Gets out the complicated stuff we’re not always able to verbalize. It works for guys, too, I promise.” He shrugged and gave an accepting nod.


      “Give me a call later,” she said. “Maxwell and I will probably pick up pizza on the way home. We may need you to help us, because we always order too many breadsticks.”


      “Sounds great. Thanks, Rachel. It means a lot that you came out here looking for me. You could have just let me walk away.”


      “I could never let you go, Sam.” She sucked in a breath, then leaned in to kiss his cheek. “See you soon.”


      Giving his hand a reassuring squeeze, she turned and walked back inside, breathing in deeply to absorb the overwhelming feeling of rightness she got from being near Sam Jones. Even when his world was closing in around him, there was something about that man she couldn’t stay away from. Perhaps it was his willingness to be open and honest with her. And his easy acceptance of Maxwell.


      And because she had opened her heart to receive.


      “Quite a guy,” she whispered, and entered the waiting room with a smile for her son.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Eight

    


    
      After a delicious meal of pepperoni pizza and far too many breadsticks, Sam helped Rachel do the few dishes. It wasn’t like he was trying to impress her. Washing dishes was something he enjoyed, and it reminded him of his mother. And heck, if a guy couldn’t dry the occasional dish or two, then what good was he? Besides, he’d suggested they see the newest romance at the theater later and she agreed to the date.


      “You brought over more DVDs?” Maxwell tromped into the kitchen after taking the pizza box out to the trash.


      Sam had left the bag near the door. “Yep. Some of my neighbors saw your posters and I told them about the charity drive you planned all by yourself, and they dug into their stacks of movies. There’s some great Disney movies in there. Tarzan is my favorite.” He noticed Maxwell’s perplexed look. “You seriously haven’t watched a lot of movies, have you, buddy?”


      “I like documentaries,” Maxwell said.


      “Well, there you go. They’ve got some great documentaries on the big screen. One about wildlife in the Arctic is playing right now at the theater.” He exchanged looks with Rachel and got an approving nod. “You want to go, buddy?”


      Maxwell glanced at his mom, and she nodded again. “Yes!”


      “All right then. I promised your mom a movie tonight, so how about tomorrow night after she and I get back from looking at the property she has to show me?”


      “Deal.” Maxwell high-fived Sam. “I’m going to go sort these.” He grabbed the bag of DVDs and scrambled upstairs.


      “We’re heading out back, Maxwell,” Rachel called. “Come join us when you’re finished.” She grabbed a folded blanket from the stool by the back door and tilted her head toward the patio. “Want to go sit under the stars until the babysitter arrives?”


      Sam tossed the drying towel onto the table. “I keep getting the best offers from you. You spoil me, Rachel McHenry.”


      Her smile was the best reward a guy could get just for drying a few dishes. But more important, she’d given him permission to cry this afternoon. He’d felt weird about it at the time, but after he’d had a long bawl in the rust bucket he’d actually felt…lighter. Nowhere near ready to give up his grief over losing his brother, but closer to climbing toward an acceptance he hoped would soon be his.


      And it was all because Rachel had cared enough to follow him outside and touch him. Her aim was so on the mark, he wondered if she was aware of her accuracy. And then it didn’t matter, because he’d felt her sincerity and knew she was real.


      “Let’s go look at some stars.”


      * * *


      Rachel laid the plaid blanket on the grass in the middle of the yard, next to a bush of blooming peonies that wafted a heady fragrance through the warm air. Twilight had slipped away, but the streetlight out front emitted ambient light across the yard, so they weren’t sitting in the dark. She stretched out on her stomach.


      Sam joined her, raising an eyebrow as she ran her fingers over the lawn.


      “I love the smell of grass,” she explained. “I think it’s in the running for my top three favorite things in life.”


      “Wow. That must be some damn good grass,” he said with his patented wink. He shifted to his side, propping his head against his palm. “What are numbers two and one?”


      Rachel rolled to her back, blissfully comfortable alongside the man, and closed her eyes as she imagined the sound she loved most. It made her smile.


      “Number two is the sound of a child’s laughter. It’s like nothing else out there. I’m blessed to hear it every day.” She opened her eyes to find Sam looking a bit skeptical. “Maxwell laughs at things, like accomplishing a time test or the perfect layout of his toys. I know he’s a little odd, but I wouldn’t have him any other way.”


      “Neither would I,” Sam agreed. “He’s taught me a thing or two in the little time I’ve known you both. Who have a thought he could organize an entire drive with just a little help from adults?”


      “Yes. It doesn’t sound like such a big thing to put movies in children’s hospital rooms. I can’t believe Kid Flicks was founded by four young sisters. It’s amazing what children can do when they don’t know boundaries and fearlessly forge ahead. When we adults have been told too many times we can’t do something, we stop attempting it. But today’s youth? They can accomplish so much.”


      “I predict Maxwell will. He’s already done a heck of a lot for me. The kid has touched my heart in ways I couldn’t even imagine.”


      Rachel’s own heart warmed at Sam’s praise.


      “So what’s number one?” he asked.


      “Of my favorite things? Lingering,” she said in a dreamy tone. “Taking a few moments to relax, enjoy my surroundings, really be in the moment and feel my breaths as they go in and out.”


      Sam took her hand and kissed the back of it. “Lingering does have some advantages.” He traced a finger along her forehead, tucking her hair behind her ear, as if he was mapping her out, and finding that moment she had just talked about.


      His face was shadowed and she couldn’t see his expression, so she closed her eyes and fell into a blissful moment of lingering. His breath fanned over her hair and ear. He smelled like fresh-cut wood and spicy aftershave. The touch of him was slow and sure, knowing, or rather, learning. A soft breeze tickled her wrist as grass blades swept her skin. Somewhere from the depths of a nearby flower bed a cricket’s chirp punctuated the air.


      Rachel sensed the kiss before his lips touched hers, and her heart opened wide to clasp the lingering moment with Sam Jones.


      Suddenly Sam’s attention was diverted. “Well, look at that. Do you see?”


      She turned onto her side and spied the bobbling light he pointed out.


      “Maxwell!” Sam called toward the upstairs window. “He’s got to see this.”


      “What?” The reply floated down to them.


      “Get your new bug stuff and come out here,” Sam said. “There’s something magical you need to see.”


      “Be right there!”


      “Thank you.” Rachel traced her finger along Sam’s jaw, then kissed him quickly. “You’re so kind to him. He looks up to you.”


      “He’s an easy kid to fall in love with. And his mom is pretty.” Sam gave her a kiss back, a longer one, until Maxwell exploded out the patio door, equipment in hand.


      “Quiet.” Sam raised a finger to his lips. “Stealth is required.”


      Maxwell instantly stilled, then crept in a comical crouch toward the blanket. “You two were kissing, weren’t you?”


      Sam and Rachel exchanged stunned looks, but before either could formulate a response, Maxwell’s laughter bubbled through the air.


      “You see?” she said.


      Sam nodded. “Definitely number two. And I have to agree with lingering as number one.”


      Rachel tugged her son between them and then pointed out the lights near the shrubs.


      “Fireflies?” Maxwell asked.


      “Yep,” Sam replied. “And if you’re sneaky, you can nab one in your bug catcher and have a good look at it. You sneaky, buddy?”


      “I’m not sure.”


      “Oh, you are,” Rachel said, with a tickle to Maxwell’s ribs. “I’m pretty sure the cookies in the jar on top of the fridge aren’t disappearing into the ether.”


      He shrugged. “I take only one a day.”


      “I know, sweetie. That’s why I keep refilling it for you.” She kissed him on the head, then patted him on the behind to launch his stealth attack.


      As they watched Maxwell creep toward the fireflies, Sam threaded his fingers through Rachel’s.


      “I did it!”


      The firefly inside the plastic bug catcher lit up the container like a lantern. Maxwell insinuated himself between Sam and Rachel, and the threesome peered in wonder at the insect and laughed until their bellies ached.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Nine

    


    
      Rachel drove the VW toward the church. It was early Saturday morning, and both she and Maxwell were jittery with excitement. He clutched his signs on the passenger seat and babbled on about how he couldn’t wait to send boxes of DVDs to Kid Flicks. And then he wanted to bring a box straight to the hospital, on behalf of the charity, so he could talk to some of the kids.


      “What do you think about this, Mom?” He pulled out a poster and showed it to her as they stopped for a light. “Think Sam will be okay with it?”


      The sign declared that the drive was dedicated to Jeff Jones, who’d passed from leukemia a year ago. Rachel felt her lip quiver and tears well in her eyes. “Oh, Maxwell, I think…” she hoped “…Sam will be honored by your thoughtfulness.”


      * * *


      Five minutes before the event was scheduled to open, Rachel received a phone call from Sam. He said he was sorry for being late, but had decided at the last minute to stop by a store and pick up bottled water to give away along with the cookies she’d baked and the lemonade Maxwell had convinced the church volunteers to provide. Sam was worried Maxwell would be disappointed he was late, but she reassured him her son was too busy organizing to notice.


      An hour into the drive, they’d already filled three boxes with DVDs and handed out all the cookies. When Rachel saw the rust bucket pull into the parking lot, she ran toward it, hoping to catch Sam before he got out.


      “We need more cookies,” she said, gasping. “Sorry to ask you this, but would you mind? Here’s some cash.”


      He shooed away her offer. “I’ll get this one. Part of my contribution to the drive. How’s it going?”


      “Great. I’ll tell Maxwell you’ll be right back.”


      “Sure. What kind of cookies?”


      “Chocolate chip!” She leaned in and kissed him, and Sam slid his hand through her hair. “Thank you. For everything.”


      “It’s easy to give everything to the dynamic McHenry duo. Be back in half an hour.” Rachel hugged herself as she wandered back to the collections table. The movie the other night had been followed by a stroll in the park, hands clasped, with them stealing kisses in the shadows. It felt real. Could it be real?


      A niggling of doubt stabbed her heart, but she quickly shook it off. Sam Jones was real, and she and Maxwell were blessed to have him in their lives. That was enough for the moment.


      At the table, neighborhood gossip Lucy Hogan handed over a box of DVDs to Maxwell.


      “Oh, Rachel, your boy is so clever,” the woman said to her. She pushed up her expensive Dior sunglasses and gestured with her leopard-print fingernails. “I can’t tell you how much this event means to me.”


      “Really?” Rachel didn’t want to question, but this could shine light on a new side to the woman who would gossip with the Pope if she ever met him.


      “Yes. I’ll just tell you. You listen, too, Maxwell. Then you’ll understand how much good you’re doing.” She propped a hip on the table and lowered her head. “My niece was sick a few years ago.”


      “Oh, Lucy, I’m so sorry.”


      “She was in the hospital for almost nine months, poor thing. Her mommy and daddy lived in North Dakota, so they couldn’t afford to stay down here with her all the time. I went in and visited her three times a week. She had a debilitating disease that left her muscles so weak, she couldn’t even lift her arms to drink or feed herself. And the IV she had to wear in the back of her hand bruised her skin and was very painful. But she never cried. She was so brave.


      “Anyway, Maxwell, you have to know that Maria loved to read, but like I said, couldn’t lift a book because of her weak muscles. So instead she’d get a nurse to turn on the television for her, because all she could do was sit and look ahead. But the nurses can’t be there all the time to switch the channels, so she ended up watching a lot of news, which never interests an eight-year-old, let me tell you. It would have been so wonderful if the hospital had had a library of DVDs specifically selected for children.”


      Lucy leaned down and kissed Maxwell on the forehead. “I wish you could have met Maria. She liked doing smart things like you do. Always had a book in her hand. I would read to her when I visited.”


      “That was awfully nice of you, Mrs. Hogan,” Maxwell said. “How is Maria now?”


      “She didn’t make it, Maxwell. The disease she had ate away at her slowly. But she died peacefully.”


      Rachel squeezed Lucy’s hand. The woman sat up straighter on the table and pushed up her sunglasses, resuming a modicum of élan. “Oh, that’s so unlike me to have out with personal stuff like that. Don’t you think? But you need to know that what you’re doing, Maxwell, will benefit so many.”


      “Thank you for sharing your story with us, Lucy,” Rachel said as the older woman adjusted the designer scarf wrapped stylishly about her hips.


      The things a person learned about people they thought they knew. It was a wonder. Rachel would never look at Lucy the same again, and that was a good thing.


      “So I told all the women at the nail salon about your charity drive,” Lucy said to Maxwell. “You’ll be seeing a steady stream of donations today, I’m sure. Good luck! And Rachel, I thought we’d see Handy Sam today? Isn’t he coming?”


      Now that was good ol’ nosy Mrs. Hogan.


      “He’s making a cookie run.”


      The woman looked over the rim of her sunglasses at Rachel. “You two are getting close?”


      “We’re friends,” she offered, then winked at Maxwell. No need to fertilize the grapevine.


      * * *


      When he returned to the church, Sam managed to find the last parking space in the sizable lot. He whistled, stunned at how well the event was going. And all because a nine-year-old boy wanted to make other kids his age smile.


      Balancing the boxes of bakery cookies on his arms, he made his way to the refreshments table, which was decorated with Maxwell’s streamers and a sign Sam had helped letter. This redneck construction worker had quite the artistic flair with a green crayon, if he said so himself.


      Rachel came up to take the cookies from him, but before she could say anything, a flurry of women surrounded Sam to help unpack the treats. They all said hello to him and shook his hand, and more than a few winked and then gave Rachel a sly smile.


      The attention made him blush. If they weren’t greeting him at the door with martinis, they were pawing at him in the church parking lot.


      Sam carefully extricated himself from the female attention and made his way over to the main table, where Maxwell wielded a stylus and his ever-present iPad. He wore a smart baseball cap that had the gold-and-blue logo for Kid Flicks taped over the brim.


      “How you doing, buddy?”


      “Sam! Look at all the DVDs! We’ve taken in hundreds, and we still have a few hours to go. This is stupendous!”


      “You did it all by yourself, Maxwell. I’m real proud of you.”


      Sam went around behind the table and lifted the boy in a hug. Maxwell squeezed him back, and it felt great.


      “Did you see the sign?” he whispered, and then squirmed to be let down. Running around the table, he pointed to a poster taped to the front of it.


      Sam peered between a couple who were heading over a grocery bag filled with DVDs. The sign was printed in a script style, with a red font. Maxwell had dedicated the event to his brother, Jeff.


      Sam slammed a palm over his beating heart and looked skyward, fighting the tears, but was unsuccessful. The kid was too kind for his own good. And for Sam’s good. He sniffled. Hell, what had the McHenrys done to him, making him all mushy and soft? Sam Jones was a hard nail that could take a good pounding.


      Until he’d met this little boy who liked to study brains, and his mother, who made the best lasagna, and sprinkled chocolate husks in her garden.


      “Sam?” He felt Maxwell’s small, warm hand slip into his. “Is that okay, what I did? If you’re not cool with it…”


      “Buddy.” He bent down to Maxwell’s level. “That’s the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me and my brother. I love you for that.”


      “You’re crying, Sam.”


      “Good tears, Maxwell. I’m the luckiest guy in the world to have met you and your mother. The two of you put a smile on my face and in my heart.”


      Maxwell hugged him around the neck. “I’m pretty lucky, too. My mom likes you and so do I. I wish I could have met Jeff. He was the luckiest guy to have you as a big brother.”


      “We had good times, Maxwell. Good times.” Sam wiped the corner of his eye and smiled at a man wielding a bulky bag.


      Maxwell stepped out of the hug and asked, “Do you want to help me box up the DVDs people are dropping off?” “I’m your wing man. You be the guy in charge, and I’ll stand behind you, taking care of the heavy lifting and boxing duties.”


      They exchanged a high five and took up their positions behind the table. Sniffing away his tears, Sam whispered a thank-you skyward: “I miss you, Jeff, but I know you’re in a good place now with Mom and Dad.”


      The event was a huge success, and a couple teachers from area schools got the Kid Flicks contact information from Maxwell because they wanted to plan a school-wide drive as well. And when the last few cars pulled out of the parking lot, Sam estimated they had at least half a pickup truck of DVDs. Since he had agreed to be the shipping guy, he knew what he’d be doing tomorrow—stopping by grocery stores for some packing boxes.


      He joined Rachel to help her clean up the refreshments table. All the cookies were gone. The drink dispenser they’d borrowed from a local restaurant merely had to be rinsed out with a hose when they got home, and returned within a few days. Sam packed all the equipment into the back of his truck.


      Rachel joined him by the rust bucket and blew out an exhausted breath. “That was a lot of work. But worth it.”


      “It was great to be able to spend the day beside you.”


      “I was thinking the same thing.” She tucked her hair behind her ear. “You’re not…”


      “What?”


      “I don’t know how to put it.”


      “You having second thoughts about us?” he asked.


      “No. Yes. Are we an us?”


      “We can be. Would you like that? Could you deal with that, Miss Independent?”


      “I can,” she said on a sigh. “But can you?”


      “I don’t think I understand the question.”


      “We. Us. That also includes Maxwell.”


      “I know that. He’s your plus one. And I’m cool with that, Rachel.”


      “You are?”


      He kissed her. “I am. You know, every time I looked at that sign Maxwell made I thought of my brother. Made me smile all day long.”


      “I’m glad. It was Maxwell’s idea. So, you hungry? I’ve got some ground beef thawed out at home. I could make tacos.”


      “I’m always hungry. But I’m taking the two of you out. You’ve been working hard all day. I will not let you go home and slave over a hot stove. How about Italian?”


      “Sam Jones, why are you so good to me and Maxwell?”


      “I care about you both,” he said. “That’s reason enough to try to be my best. But could we not get all sentimental, with the ladies over there watching our every move?”


      They both glanced over their shoulders. Sam waved at the collection of neighborhood women who lingered by a car across the parking lot, taking in the whole scene. The majority had flirted with him at one time or another.


      “Here comes the king of the DVD drive!” Sam called.


      Maxwell handed Sam the last box of movies and the three of them piled into their respective vehicles to head out to eat.


      Rachel waved at her neighbors as they passed. Handy Sam was hers for the evening. She couldn’t think of a better way to end such a perfect day.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Ten

    


    
      The ten-acre plot west of the Twin Cities was wooded with dozens of varieties of trees, and as Rachel and Sam walked through the grass and down a hilly slope, she eyed wild raspberries and even blueberries tucked along the tree border.


      About a hundred yards off in an open, grassy field, Maxwell pursued a cricket with insect net in hand. A magnifying glass was stuck in his back jeans pocket.


      “This plot has everything a guy could want.” Sam stopped and looked over the stretch of land before them. Crickets chirped and birds circled in the jewel-bright sky. “There’s a pond over there with a huge willow.”


      “I love willow trees.” Rachel swung her hand in his as they continued walking.


      “Would be a great spot for the goats.”


      “You and your goats!”


      “And that grove of trees at the back is nice and thick. I bet I could build a deer stand back there.”


      “Bet there’s lots of deer out here. A hunter’s dream. You hunt?”


      “I do. Get a deer every fall, and process the meat myself. You like venison?”


      “Love it, but I haven’t had it for a long time.”


      “Well, I know what your Christmas present is going to be.”


      “Does that mean you’ll be cooking for me?” she asked, allowing her inner flirt to heat up her words.


      “It’s a promise. Do you see that little frog right there?” He pointed out the acorn-size green tree frog clinging to a milkweed pod. “Maxwell needs to see this.”


      “Oh, no.” Rachel clutched his hand tighter, resisting his playful tugs.


      “What? It’s just a frog. Don’t tell me…?”


      “They creep me out.”


      “Yeah? The kid needs to catch a frog. It’s a boy thing, Rachel. Come on, you don’t graduate from being a boy until you stuff a frog in your pocket and bring it home to show your mom.”


      “Yes, well, his mother is standing right here and she can see it just fine from this distance.”


      Sam’s eyes sparkled, and just when Rachel suspected he might pull a fast one and catch the frog, he shrugged and walked by. Whew.


      “You’re a good influence on him, you know,” she said as they wandered over the grassy field. “Not only does he plan to do annual drives for Kid Flicks, he’s also started researching another charity he’d like to give to that provides clean water to families in areas that don’t have any. Isn’t that awesome? My nine-year-old son has taught me so much these past weeks. I love learning from him.”


      “He’s taught me a lot, too. So now it’s my turn to teach him to toss the football. Or maybe we should start easy by flying a kite? I used to have the coolest kite when I was a kid. Rachel…” He turned her around in a fancy twirl, then clasped both her hands and stood before her as if he had a grand question to ask.


      Not too grand a question, she hoped. She wasn’t ready for that.


      “Would you be my girlfriend?” he asked, the sun highlighting the four sexy freckles on his nose.


      “Yes,” she replied easily, and raised her face to kiss him as the breeze stirred up a storm of milkweed fluff around them. She laughed at the sudden onslaught of white seed kites. “I guess that was some kind of fireworks, eh?”


      “I think so. Someone or something approves of us.”


      It was in Rachel’s nature to ensure everything was perfectly clear. “I don’t want any promises you’re not ready to make, or false hopes. I mean, you get the plus one when we do the boyfriend-girlfriend thing. That can be a lot for any guy to accept.”


      Sam shrugged. “Then I won’t make any promises. Not yet, anyway. But I can say one thing and know it’s the truth. You and Maxwell? You two own my heart right now. And I wouldn’t have it any other way. I care about both of you. And when I said girlfriend, I really meant girlfriend plus one.”


      “Oh, Sam.” Rachel hugged him and he spun her around, setting off another swirl of seed kites floating up into the crystalline blue sky along with the sound of Maxwell’s laughter.


      * * *


      Weeks later….


      “Mom, I got a letter from Kid Flicks!”


      Rachel looked up from the cherry pie she was making with Sam. Well, Sam was eating the cherries while she attempted to get them in the pastry shell before the culinary creation became a flat tart rather than a thick and juicy two-crust pie.


      “What did they say, buddy?”


      Sam scooted over on the bench by the window, and Maxwell sat next to him and opened the envelope. Rachel had to smile. The two got along so well, it made her sigh happily and linger in the moment.


      Sam played with Maxwell’s mess of hair while her son read the letter from the sisters who ran Kid Flicks. They thanked him for his generous donation and the time and effort he put into the drive. The message was printed on their letterhead, which Rachel knew Maxwell appreciated.


      “They said kids all over the United States send them letters to tell them how much they appreciate the movies being available in hospitals. And now I’m a part of that.” He beamed at Rachel, and she went over to plant a kiss on his nose.


      “You’ve got flour all over you, Mom.”


      “And now you do, too.” She touched the tip of his nose with a flour-dusted finger.


      “Aw, Mom, now I have to wash my face.” He scrambled off the bench and headed upstairs.


      “If that’s all it takes to get you to wash your face, I’ll bake a pie every night,” she called after him.


      Sam tugged her to sit beside him, and gave her a kiss. “I don’t mind a little flour on my face,” he said. “And on my shirt, or even my jeans.”


      “Such a scandalous man. The neighbors will talk.”


      “Let them.” He pulled her up onto his lap and kissed her deeply, their noses touching and their foreheads pressed together. “The neighbor ladies have stopped trying to seduce me with martinis ever since we got together.”


      “And that upsets you?”


      “Nope. Makes it easier to fix things, too. No more TV guides shoved down toilets. Everything is either really broken or has been in need of a touch-up for a long time. Sort of like my heart.”


      “Your heart?”


      “It was in need of a touch-up when I met you and Maxwell. You’ve taken some spackle to it and made it almost good as new.”


      “You don’t ever want it to be like new,” she said. “You’ll always have that tender spot for your brother. Right here.” She laid her palm over his heart. “As it should be.”


      “I agree. You think it’d be all right if I took Maxwell out to the new property with me this weekend to fly the new kite?”


      “Can I come along?”


      “Of course you can. Especially if you bring some of that cherry pie for a picnic.”


      “Sounds like a date.”


      He kissed her nose and stroked the hair from her face. “I love you, Rachel McHenry. You and Maxwell. You hear that, buddy?” he said louder.


      Maxwell appeared from around the corner, where he’d been lurking. “I did. What do you think, Mom? Should we let him stick around for a while?”


      Rachel snuggled into Sam’s embrace. “You always have the best plans, Maxwell.”
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