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Chapter One
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I bowed my head and pretended to pray, which was ridiculous considering where I sat. I had my butt planted in the third pew of a funeral home in the small town of Little Ivywood, California, emphasis on little. It would be romantic to say we’re cool like Little Italy, but we’re not. We’re a small town near the border of Oregon, and have nothing especially wonderful to claim about our fair city, unless you count our annual chicken throwing contest. Yes, you read it right, but back to why I’m pretending to pray while sitting in a pew at a funeral. My grandmother, Mabel “Trigger Finger” Dalton, passed away a few days ago, much to the pleasure of almost everyone who knew her. To say Mabel died with lots of friends and her loving family by her side would be an outright lie. She was a cantankerous old woman who gained her nickname from her first line of work, being an assassin for the US Government. I’m not even kidding. She had at least two hundred assassinations under her belt by the time she left the military. She claims the number could be higher, because she was notorious for killing two people with one bullet. Gruesome, right? Believe me, you’re not telling me anything I don’t already know. 

She didn’t put a lot of stock in religion and spent a good amount of time postulating about the pointlessness of our existence on Earth. I’m telling you, Mabel was about as loved as a tarantula in your slipper. Why she had my father, I will never know. She had no time for children, their antics, or the messes they made. My dad swears my grandfather was an honest to goodness saint, but then again, he died when my dad turned eighteen. Now, thirty years since his death, his wife finally joins him. Though it’s possible, for those who believe in a higher power when you leave this plane of existence, she may have gone to a different place than he did. 

I tried not to snort as I listened to the minister tell us she was in a better place now. She suffered a heart attack while doing the horizontal mambo with a gentleman we had never met. He wasn’t a robber, or any other nefarious character, only a guy she picked up at the bowling alley to do her a few ‘favors’. Don’t worry I almost threw up in my mouth thinking about it, too, when my father told me. No, he did the world a favor, and spared us any further negativity and discord from Mabel. Even my father felt it was time for her to disappear to a village with no electricity, internet, or telephones. That doesn’t say much about the woman who raised him, does it? I can report Mabel chilled a little over the last few years. When I was thirteen, she decided maybe she should get to know her grandchildren. I was the only one of the three who put any effort into the relationship at all. I think I was the only one born with the guilt gene, or it’s possible I felt compelled to do it because I’m the middle child. But whatever the reason, I spent more time with Mabel than anyone I know, ever. During those dozen years, I discovered there was a lot more to Mabel Dalton than meets the eye. She carried negativity like a candle, lighting up the room with it wherever she went. The more time I spent with her the more I decided she used negativity as a shield, so she didn’t have to deal with her past. As we both got older, she opened up more to me about her fears concerning her afterlife. She knew she had broken the sixth commandment hundreds of times, and the older she got, the more her actions tortured her. At first I tried to convince her she had killed bad people who wanted nothing more than to kill her, but my logic didn’t seem to help. Eventually, all I could do was tell her to ask for forgiveness and accept He has forgiven her for her transgressions.

I checked my watch and then sat on my hands, anxiously waiting for the ‘service’ to be over, so we could leave. The best part was there would be no burial. She donated her body to science. I figure they would probably look for the mean bone, kind of like the funny bone, but it has been elusive thus far. We planned a short service for the five of us, and then they were reading the will at the lawyer’s office. I think the rest of the family would have been happy to skip the service and cut straight to the reading of the will, but she was my father’s mother, and I wanted to at least say my last goodbyes.

Mabel was mean, but she was also rich. I suspect we will all end up with nothing and her assets and money will go to a charity. Then again, she didn’t like those either. The only charity she had any time for was the humane society, so chances are it would all go to them and we’d be on our way. I think the reason we were all anxious to be there was curiosity lined our hearts when it came to this woman who few could love. Mabel had dug me out of some deep holes over the years, not because I asked, however. The woman could surprise you sometimes. She paid the remaining balance at the hospital after they admitted me and my dad’s insurance didn’t cover it all. It was during those times, the hard times, when you got to see the real Mabel Dalton. You had to look quickly though, because she was fast at shoving all her emotions back inside herself and wielding her sharp tongue again.

I’m sure you’re thinking she would at least leave something to her son, but I doubt it. Our family is small, one smaller now that she was gone. When my dad married Marguerite Sanchez, Mabel threw words around like disappointed and disowning at my father for marrying outside his race. My dad told her he wasn’t marrying outside his race. They were both human. Mabel didn’t appreciate his smart aleckness, either. Did I forget to mention she was also a bigot? She boycotted the wedding and when they introduced the new couple as Mr. and Mrs. Bennie Dalton, Mabel was not there to see it. Such a shame, the Hispanic culture knows how to put on a wedding. 

From the union three children were born, my oldest sister Tabitha, who is a bit of a drama queen, currently sniffling as though Mabel was her favorite person on earth and her heart was broken in two. My brother, Lorenzo, the baby of the family, was almost twenty-one, but everyone still treated him as if he was one. Then there’s me, Cinnamon Mabel Dalton, the middle child of the family. In my childhood, I spent a lot of time rolling my eyes at my name, my siblings, and my grandmother. If there were such a thing as eye rolling contests, I would win. I suppose you noticed my name is a bit...unusual. Apparently, my parents couldn’t decide if I should be a stripper or a cat lady when I grew up, so they gave me both names, so I could choose. 

All joking aside, my parents thought naming me after Mabel would soften her prejudices and bring her around to see the grandchildren. I would have to say to a degree it did; at least she started talking to my father again, and asked him to bring the children for Sunday dinner once a month. 

My mother came with us, but our standing dinner arrangement only lasted for a short two-hour span on a Sunday in July, when I was four months old. Once I was old enough to figure Mabel out, I insisted she and I begin those Sunday dinners again, just the two of us, once a month. Begrudgingly she allowed it, and I think she even started to enjoy our time together. When I was thirteen she even came around to deciding maybe my mother wasn’t so bad, if she was raising a girl like me. To say she mended fences might be going too far, but she stopped ignoring my mother, and started inviting the rest of the family to Sunday dinner. 

I looked up at my father who stood over me. “Cinn, the service is over.”

I stood, somewhat surprised I had been lost in thought for so long, and smoothed my dress. “I know,” I said, nodding as though I hadn’t been staring off into space for at least ten minutes. 

“Do you want to ride with us to the lawyer’s office?” he asked, slinging his arm around my shoulder. Maḿa had hers slung around Tabitha’s shoulder to comfort her, but her sniffles were a beacon of fakeness in the room. Most likely she was hoping Mabel had left her fistfuls of cash and she would never have to work again. At almost twenty-nine Tabby was still single, likely due to her penchant for drama and unwillingness to work. 

I needed a little drama free time before the will reading, so I declined. “I’ll drive over, since I brought my car. I need to stop and pick something up.”

He looked at his watch. “Okay, but don’t be late. We won’t wait for you because the line was too long at Dunkin’ Donuts.”

I stuck my tongue out at him and then laughed, waving as I pushed through the door of the tiny funeral home and jogged to my car. There was a cup of tea waiting somewhere with my name on it. 
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I looked around the small office and squirmed in my chair a little bit, suddenly wishing I hadn’t come. Being here made me feel like I was nothing but a greedy granddaughter who thought she would get something out of spending all those hours with a crabby old woman who didn’t give one iota about her. I thought about leaving, but the lawyer walked into the room as I stood up. I lowered my butt to the chair again and folded my hands on the table, the same way everyone else had. 

“Is everyone here then?” asked the lawyer. 

“We are,” my dad answered. 

“Let’s get started,” he said, opening the flap on a manila envelope and pulling out a pack of papers, which were surprisingly thick considering Mabel’s lack of friends. 

“As you all know, Mabel made me the executor of her will. While you’re each entitled to your own copy of the will, and I have one here for each of you, she left specific instructions about how the will reading should be accomplished.”

My brother cleared his throat. “I guess we know where Tabitha got her flare for the dramatics.”

My father slapped him on the shoulder and I bit the inside of my lip to keep from laughing while my sister huffed. Families, they’re so much fun. 

The lawyer shuffled through some of the papers and then looked up again. “Is it all right if I skip the formalities and get right to the nitty gritty?”

“By all means,” my father said and motioned at the paperwork. “We don’t need to take up any more of your time than necessary.”

The lawyer nodded and put his glasses on to read the paperwork. “Mabel has left her son the remainder of her stocks and savings bonds. I believe the amount was near one hundred thousand dollars nearly a year ago. I will give you her financial planner’s information and you will need to contact him to decide if you want to cash in the stocks and bonds etc.”

My father nodded. “I will, thank you. Wow, I’m shocked she left me anything.” I could tell he and my mother were genuinely surprised. 

“Next, Mabel has left her car to her grandson, Lorenzo Bennie Dalton.” The lawyer dug in a second envelope and pulled out a fob, sliding it across the table to my brother. “Here is the spare key. She indicates the other sets are on her keyboard in her laundry room.”

Lorenzo clutched the key in his hand and nodded, excitement written all over his face. “Yes, sir, I know where they are.” Did I forget to mention Mabel drove a BMW coupe? My sister was frowning dramatically now, her hopes dashed. 

“Next, Mabel left the family diamond and ruby ensemble to Tabitha, the eldest granddaughter.”

Suddenly, my sister didn’t look so forlorn. Those jewels were worth as much as the car, but it left little hope for me to get anything of value. Oh well, that’s being the middle child for you.

“Mabel has also left a large sum to the Humane Society of Little Ivywood, and deeded the land, known as Trigger’s Dog Park, to the humane society as well.”

My father raised a finger. “Speaking of the humane society, did she say anywhere in her will what to do with Brutus?” 

Brutus was Mabel’s Saint Bernard. He was almost two hundred pounds of joy, and twelve pounds of poop a day. He currently resided with my father, who was not a dog person. I would take him, but Saint Bernard’s are frowned upon in my apartment complex. 

The lawyer smiled. “I was about to cover her wishes for Brutus, actually. To her namesake, Mabel leaves her house, Brutus, and one hundred thousand dollars.” He turned to me as I sat in shock at what he said. “Her accountant will provide you with a monthly stipend for Brutus’s food and vet care, as well as upkeep on the house and taxes. When Brutus passes on, whatever money remains will be given to you in one sum.”

Tabitha pounded a fist on the table. “That’s not fair!”

My father tried to hush her, but the lawyer was chuckling at my sister’s outburst. “Your grandmother said you wouldn’t be happy. I will read the last paragraph of the will. ‘I, Mabel Dalton, have left to each of you what I feel you invested in my life. The only one of the five of you who ever loved Brutus is the only one I will trust with his care. Therefore, I must also provide the monetary means to care for him, so as not to strain the budget of a young woman just getting started in life. And Tabitha, life’s not fair. Get over yourself and quit acting like a prima-donna. Life owes you nothing. Take the many things you’ve been blessed with and do some good for the community. When I was your age, I was in the jungle picking off those out to try and do the same to me. If I had pitched a hissy fit when my father told me I had to learn how to hunt, none of you would exist. Take what I’ve given you, and build on it. Make a life for yourselves and remember in my own strange way, I did love you.”

The room was silent as the lawyer stacked the paper and tapped the bottoms into line, sliding them back into the envelope. He stood, taking several envelopes off the desk behind him and passing them out. 

“These are your copies of the will. Those of you with two envelopes, one is the will and one is the information you need for your inheritance with directions on how to go about claiming it. Please, call me if you have any questions or if concerns arise. Thank you for coming and I’m sorry for your loss.”

In the short span of ten minutes, I became a homeowner and a mother to a two-hundred-pound dog. You know, just a typical Saturday afternoon in Little Ivywood.

Chapter Two
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I threw the keys on the table and Brutus lumbered into the house, happy to be back in his own familiar home. I, on the other hand, felt out of place and had a good set of the heebie-jeebies about moving into Mabel’s house. On one hand, it will save me a lot of money in rent, but on the other, it’s the house where Mabel lived for forty some years, and died. I don’t even want to think about what I’ll find in her bedroom. 

After the reading of the will, we all went back to my parents’ house, a little shell-shocked by the events of the day. My sister had begged off, claiming she had to go to work. We all knew she didn’t, but stranger things had happened. My brother was itching to come over here with me to pick up the car, but my dad convinced him it was smart to wait and find out what insurance would cost and if he could afford to drive the BMW. He promised to help him sell it if he couldn’t, which I could tell was something my brother didn’t want to hear. But hey, when you’re an almost twenty-one-year-old kid going to school on your dad’s dime, you better find out if your eight dollars an hour job can support your taste for the high life. Mabel wouldn’t mind if Lorenzo sold it; she never developed attachments to anything, except Brutus.

I watched the dog sniffing around the house, going in and out of every room until he was in front of my feet, looking up at me with sad eyes. His eyebrows moved independently of each other as he tossed his mammoth head back and forth as if to say, “Where is she?” I smoothed his head, his coat soft under my hand, and then hugged his neck. 

“She’s not coming back, Brutus, you’re stuck with me,” I told him. He went to the kitchen and sat where his food and water bowl normally were. They peeked out of the bag my dad had begrudgingly packed for him after they hauled Mabel to the body farm. From what the attendee told us, she had agreed to let assassins in training use her body as target practice, and then they would leave her body in a shallow grave, to steep in the hot sun so forensic scientists could pull important information from a few bones and bullets. Morbid, I know, but you had to know Mabel.

“Okay, boy, let’s find your food,” I said to the dog, who didn’t need more food, but we all eat for comfort sometimes. 

I set about unpacking his things and filling his dish with kibble. While he chowed through a bowl of no wheat, no beef, no pork, non-GMO and no taste dog food, I stared out the window over the sink. The windows ran the full length of the kitchen, one end being a small entryway, and the other being the door to the basement. Unfortunately, those windows overlooked the back of another house where the owner apparently liked to skinny dip at four in the afternoon.

My eyes will never be the same, and neither will my life. Leaving the man to enjoy his swim in peace, I forced myself to walk through the dining room and down the hallway, which branched off into two bedrooms and a bathroom. My father promised me they had taken the bed out of her room immediately after her death, but I wasn’t taking any chances. I would be sleeping in the guest room tonight. Besides, the bed in the guest room was nicer than my bed at the apartment, so it was a step up. I set my hastily packed duffle bag on the bed and sat down, guilt weighing heavily on my shoulders because Mabel left the house to me and not my father. I mean, he has his own house, and he didn’t care she left me hers; he assured me earlier when I collected Brutus he wasn’t upset. 

Maybe what I was feeling wasn’t guilt, but a strange kind of grief. I felt sad Mabel had died, and our time together was over, but I also felt sad I didn’t make as many inroads into her heart as I had hoped I would. Mabel never acted like any other grandmother I had ever known. She insisted we call her Mabel instead of Grandma, and died wearing fishnet stockings and four-inch stilettos, but nothing else. You’re welcome for such a wonderful image. She could drink any man under the table with shots of Jim Beam and preferred her steak rare. I guess you could say she got off on cheating death. Probably, her days spent as a government killer had something to do with it, but regardless of the reasons, I felt I had failed her as a granddaughter.

Brutus wandered into the room and put his head on my lap, which promptly disappeared under his fur, his eyes imploring me to do something. I didn’t know what he wanted, so I stroked his head and hoped for divine intervention. When I stayed overnight at Mabel’s, which was rare, I never had to do anything with Brutus. Maybe if I had, I would know what he wanted. He kept looking back to the door and it dawned on me. He wanted to go out.

“Yay for Cinn!” I said to the dog, standing and stretching. “She figured out another of your basic necessities, Brutus.”

Brutus didn’t care; he was at the door already, his eyebrows saying, “Come on already!”

I followed him to the kitchen and pulled his leash from the bag my father had thrust into my arms. I snapped it onto his collar and knelt to talk to him. “I’ll take you to the dog park, boy, but you have to promise not to drag me along the sidewalk in your haste to get there.”

He licked my face with his mammoth tongue as if to say he promised not to kill me, so I stood, grabbed a bag for his deposits and headed out the door. 
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I unhooked the leash from Brutus’s collar and he lumbered off to sniff the many wonderful smells inside the confines of Trigger’s Dog Park. I always shook my head a little bit when I saw the sign. If only people knew trigger didn’t have anything to do with a dog, as most believed, but a gun. They gave Mabel the naming rights, since she was footing the bill for the park, unaware of her past. I always found it strange she had a job as a sniper when women usually weren’t in the service except as nurses. The way she told it, she worked in the Army on a base as a secretary toward the end of World War II. She jokingly bet a soldier she could outshoot him. What happened next, apparently, has become legend. Not only did she outshoot him, but another and another, until the only soldiers left were their sharp shooters. When she bested two out of three of them, they pulled her into their secret assassin club. At least, according to how she told the story.

I sat down on a bench under a shady tree and pulled out my phone, checking for messages while I kept one eye on Brutus. The dog was so big; all it would take is for him to sit on the wrong poodle and there would be carnage. I grinned, snickering a little to myself. Lord have mercy, I think Mabel wore off on me a little over the years. 

The only message was from my ex-husband and said, “I’m a daddy now! Marisa Jane was born at noon with a full head of hair. She weighed in at six pounds and four ounces.” Along with the message came a picture of a baby wrapped up like a burrito and resembling a monkey. A chimpanzee, but still, a monkey. I snickered at my own nastiness and sent him a text back. “She’s beautiful, Josh. Tell Jane she did a great job. Enjoy your little bundle. C”

I laid the phone next to me and sighed, watching Brutus gallop around the park, running in and out of the tubes which had been strategically placed. Most people would say it was odd my ex-husband was sending me pictures of his newborn baby. I suppose it is a little unusual, but even after our divorce, Josh and I stayed friends. We were together three years, but have been divorced for almost four now. I chalked up our failed marriage to being too young and immature to understand what it would take to make it last. When it came to the “for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and health” part, Josh couldn’t stay true to the vows he made. I couldn’t blame him for the demise of our marriage. We both changed; it happens. We were best friends in high school, and I guess we thought it would carry over into a marriage, but it didn’t. I don’t wish him anything but happiness now, and he seems to have found it with Jane, and now Marisa. 

Over the past four years since our break-up, I haven’t done much in the way of dating. I guess one broken heart was enough for me so early in life. My family told me it was time to start dating again, but it seemed like it would take a lot more energy than I had. Teaching band to a group of geniuses at a private school outside of Little Ivywood kept me running all day, and I usually went home exhausted and ready for my yoga pants. School ended a few weeks ago, which I was grateful for, considering Mabel’s untimely death. 

Other than band practice for our yearly fundraising event, I now had the free time I would need to move out of my apartment. First, I had to find help with the moving part. Since it was Saturday and six p.m., there were no moving companies open, but Monday morning would be soon enough. The first thing on the list would be to find a moving company to move my belongings across town to Mabel’s house. I couldn’t do heavy lifting alone, and frankly, I didn’t want to. I would schedule them to move everything in next weekend, which should give me time to get rid of the furniture still in the house I didn’t care for, like Mabel’s gaudy flower sofa, wrapped in a plastic slipcover. I almost threw up thinking about how she died, and how the couch was wrapped in plastic. It had to go, no two ways about it. 

A flash of something caught my eye and I looked up in time to see Brutus ready to attack what looked to be a curly haired terrier. “Brutus!” I called, jumping up. I took two steps then stopped with my leg in the air, when he rolled over and the dog pounced on his belly, happily licking his chin several times. 

“Don’t worry about Brutus and Poopsie; they’re old friends,” a man said as he came toward me. 

“Poopsie? You have a dog named Poopsie?” I asked, forming my first impression of the man in front of me. He was at least three heads taller than my five-foot tall frame, and carried a little extra weight around his middle and thighs. He wore sunglasses, and his hair was dark and glistened in the sunlight. 

He stuck his hands in his pockets and shrugged one shoulder. “I got her used, she came with the name.”

I chuckled at his words. “You got her used, that’s cute.”

He sat on the bench I had vacated, so while Brutus and Poopsie played, I joined him. He crossed one leg over the other knee and his foot bounced in the air. 

“Are you Brutus’s new owner?”

I nodded, sticking my hand out for him to shake. “Yup. I’m Cinn Dalton.”

He took my hand and shook it firmly. His skin was soft and I knew without a doubt he worked at a desk job. “Foster Kern, nice to meet you. Mabel told me a lot about you.”

He let go of my hand and I raised a brow. “I didn’t think she let on about her family.”

His smile wavered ever so much as he watched the dogs romping around. “She was incredibly proud of you. She told me you have a ridiculous name, but you wear it proudly.”

I laughed lovingly as I thought about Mabel using humor. Her humor was something we rarely saw. “Mabel was a tough nut to crack, but once you did, she had her moments of levity,” I said, still chuckling. 

“I’m sorry for your loss, Cinn. I saw the obituary last week. When I didn’t see a service time I assumed it would be private.”

“Today, actually. We held the service and did the reading of the will in one fell swoop. I inherited Brutus and his house.”

He sat back and looked at me, grinning ear-to-ear. He was one of those guys who looked like a teenager, even though you knew he was much older. He wasn’t dashingly handsome like the ads you see nowadays with men buffed out in corded muscle with a man bun and the ‘bad boy’ swagger. Foster wore wholesome and kind like a well-cut suit. I felt drawn to him in a handsome, youthful, and teddy bear huggable kind of way. 

“Mabel asked me about two years ago if she could leave Brutus to me in her will,” he said and I snapped back to reality. 

“What? She did?”

He nodded. “She said she didn’t trust anyone in the family because they weren’t dog people.”

I shook my head. “No, she left out a few details there. My dad doesn’t especially care for big dogs, because they make a mess and he doesn’t care to clean it up. I love dogs, but can’t have them in my apartment. It’s more circumstance than any real disdain for dogs. I love Brutus, all galloping, drooling two hundred pounds of him.”

He laughed and laced his fingers behind his head. “Mabel told me she decided you would get Brutus if she were to pass before he did. She didn’t tell me about the house, but I suppose she figured you wouldn’t be able to keep him in your apartment.”

I shook my head, laughing at the image in my head. “I think Brutus would take up the entire living room in my apartment. It’s like one of those minuscule hotel rooms they have now. I’ve wanted to move for a long time, but I never quite got around to it. I guess Mabel decided it was time to get around to it.”

“Why do you call her Mabel instead of Grandma?” he asked, rubbing Brutus’s head when he came over for some loving. “Hello, Brutus,” he said in the weird dog voice people use. “I bet you miss your Mabel. You’ll see her again, but in the meantime, you’ll have to train Cinn in the proper chin rubbing technique.”

I watched their interaction and wondered how much time Foster spent with Mabel. It seemed as though they were more than simple acquaintances, which was unusual. Mabel never got close to anyone. 

“I call her Mabel because she insisted we didn’t call her grandma. She said calling her Grandma made her sound old.”

He was trying to hide his smile, but it was impossible with a face like his. It was too childlike, and his eyes showed me his amusement. “She didn’t like the idea of getting old. I’m almost afraid to ask how she died.”

“And I’m afraid to tell you and make you throw up.”

His nose turned up and he leaned back on the bench. “It happened, finally, huh? She always said she wanted to go out riding bareback, and I don’t think she was talking about horses.”

I shook my head slowly and grimaced. “I’m apologizing for the entire Dalton family when I say I’m sorry, and we are happy to pay for any counseling you may need to move on in life.”

He started to laugh, his whole body shaking until soon he was taking his glasses off to wipe his eyes. His head was shaking back and forth and he kept trying to talk, but the giggles kept bubbling up from within. I giggled too, but at him, instead of with him. Foster had nothing in common with most of the men I meet in my day-to-day life. I noticed his hand didn’t sport a wedding band. Then I wondered why I noticed his marital status. 

My giggles ceased and I shook my head, scolding myself for even having those thoughts. I despise dating, but one thing I do like, and probably inherited from Mabel, is sex. Unlike her, I could go without it for a few months without turning into a sex starved lunatic. However, I had gone without it now for a lot more than a few months. Maybe I’m finally turning into said sex starved lunatic.

Both of us had quit laughing as we sat on the bench studying each other. He finally shook his head a little and grinned. “Mabel always told me you were gorgeous with your Hispanic heritage prominent in everything about you. She was right, you are gorgeous.”

I could feel myself blushing. “Thank you, Foster. It’s been a long time since anyone has paid me such a kind compliment.”

“That’s a shame, Cinn. I always hoped to meet you; I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances.”

I shrugged and didn’t make eye contact, rather watching the dogs romp about up and down the slides scattered throughout the park. “Mabel died happy, so I guess I’m happy she didn’t get some horrible disease and suffer at its hand for months or years. And I’m not being nice because I inherited her house and dog.”

He jiggled with laughter, and I secretly liked the way his belly moved when he laughed. Living in California made it hard to find a guy who didn’t spend as much time working out, as he did working. Foster was different and in this case different was good. 

Don’t you think you’re getting a little ahead of yourself here, Cinn? Not wearing a ring doesn’t mean he isn’t taken. You could be an interloper and not even know it. 

He patted my hand gently. “The thought didn’t cross my mind. Mabel knew you were the only one of the grandkids who cared about her. She said you shared a name and had a connection to each other she didn’t have with the others.”

I leaned forward on my knee and put my chin on my fist. “It’s because I have her name that I insisted on seeing her in the beginning. Everyone, including my father, had written her off, but I don’t blame him, she treated my mother terribly, and he would rather not see his mother than alienate his wife.”

“Smart man,” he said, leaning back on the bench. 

“You can’t live with someone like Mabel all your life and not know which way the wind blew at all times. My father has plenty of family loyalty, just not to the family she wanted. Mabel eventually came around and got to know my mother. I can’t say they were best buds, but they did manage over the years to get along.” I looked at him as he sat relaxed on the bench, his eyes flicking between the dogs, and me. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be boring you with all of this.”

He leaned forward and copied my posture. “You aren’t boring me. On the contrary, I’m enjoying getting the other side of the story.”

Brutus galloped over to me, his tongue hanging out from playing. “Shoot, I didn’t bring any water with me. I suppose he needs a drink.”

“Mabel made sure there was a fountain here for owners to use,” he said, standing and pulling something from his pocket. He popped it open and the flat circle became an empty water dish. “I’ll get him a drink,” he said, jogging to the fountain I thought was for human consumption, watching as he filled the small bowl which seemed to be made of a water-resistant tent material. 

He came back and held the bowl for Brutus who began lapping the contents of the bowl furiously, water flying everywhere. Poopsie stuck her head in the bowl too, only to back out when his tongue covered her head in water. With each lap of Brutus’s tongue, Foster and I giggled harder, watching Poopsie shake her head to get all the water off. When she finished, the hair on her head looked like a mohawk, which made us laugh even harder.

I snapped Brutus’s leash on and stood up. “Thanks for coming to his rescue with the travel bowl. I’ll have to pick one up.”

He snapped Poopsie’s leash on and followed me out of the park and toward the parking lot. “Mabel had one for him. It has to be at the house somewhere.”

I nodded. “Great, I’ll look for it, now that I know what I’m looking for.” I stuck my hand out. “It was nice meeting you, Foster,” I said honestly. “You made the day a little brighter.”

He smiled and shook my hand one more time. “I’m glad. Poopsie and I come here a lot. I’m sure we’ll see you again.”

I waved and he picked the dog up and put her in his car, a Volkswagen Beetle, old school, and bright red. I smiled as I walked Brutus back to Mabel’s house. I looked forward to seeing him again, only I would drive my car next time. Maybe a little VW Bug magic would rub off on us.

Chapter Three
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“Brutus, you smell,” I whispered to the dog, who was lying with his head in my lap. He didn’t seem offended by my words, if his snoring was any indication. 

I had no idea how well Brutus would manage staying home alone. I was afraid he might bark the entire time he was in his outdoor kennel. I had so many questions about being a pet owner and didn’t know any of the answers. Last night it dawned on me I should have asked Foster for his number. He seemed like a responsible pet owner and probably knew the answers to all my questions, and more. He wasn’t at the dog park this afternoon, not surprising, considering he probably had a job and didn’t spend all his time there catering to Poopsie’s needs. 

Since I didn’t know what to do, I had to bring Brutus with me tonight. At least I didn’t have to leave the car to do my clandestine mission, but eventually I would have to go out without hauling two hundred pounds of slobber and fur along with me. I sighed and took a bite of my cracker. “If we aren’t busy tomorrow evening, we’re going back to the dog park, Brutus,” I informed him around my Ritz. “I’ll ask him all my questions while you play with Poopsie.” 

Brutus lifted his head and flopped it over my headrest when he heard the name. I managed to pull my snack away in the nick of time to avoid the spittle. “Then I’ll ask him for his number so I can text him to find out when he’s going to the park in the evenings.” I snorted and a piece of cracker went down the wrong tube. When I finally cleared it from my lung, I ruffled Brutus’s head. “Sure, that’s why you want his number, Cinn,” I said to the dog. It was another time in my life when I was glad dogs could listen, but not answer.

Isn’t there a saying about being burned? How did it go? I pulled my phone out and opened my interwebs, Googling ‘saying about being burned’. Huh. Turns out the saying goes, ‘Once bitten, twice shy’. Guess that would be me. Once bitten has made me four years shy. Now I’m thinking about getting another guy’s phone number? I think I need a brain transplant. Then again, maybe I need a heart transplant, because mine hasn’t been working well when it comes to the romance department. 

I had my window down listening to the Little Ivywood Youth Band playing a familiar jazz piece, Big Cat Blues. It made me smile, because I much preferred big dogs. I rubbed his head while I listened, getting lost in the music the way I so often do. When I heard this particular high school band would be playing at the park tonight I decided to scope out the competition. I needed to get a feel for their strengths, and weaknesses.

They didn’t have many weaknesses, but if I had to zero in on one, it would be percussion. Their percussionists seemed harried and not entirely prepared for the caliber of music they were playing. Unfortunate, since the responsibility for keeping the beat falls on them. They all looked rather young, barely middle school age, so maybe they had lost their veterans, and were doing the best they could with what they had. The rest of the band was strong enough to carry them, at least as far as I could tell, and they had a couple of saxophonists who were scary talented, a trumpeter who was a young Louis Armstrong, and a bassoonist who knocked my socks off, even though she was barely bigger than the bassoon itself. Oh, they were going to be tough competition, but I had confidence the Martindale Nightingale Band could handle them later this summer at the Battle of the Bands. 

I looked up to see a guy coming toward me, his hands in a fist, and a scowl on his face. He stopped near my car and threw his arms out to his side. “What are you doing? You think you can sit here and not be noticed?”

I put the window down a crack. “Last time I checked this was a public park, King.”

“Ms. Dalton, don’t try to act innocent. If you wanted to listen to the band, why not sit in the park and listen?”

I pointed to the back. “Sorry, have to keep my dog cool.”

He moved up close to the window and jabbed his finger at me. “If you think I don’t know you’re checking out the competition you have another thing coming. If you think your lousy band can beat Little Ivywood, you’re sorely deluded. Now, I would like you to be on your way, Ms. Dalton.”

Before I could respond, Brutus keyed in on the guy’s tone and jumped over the front seat, filling the passenger’s window with his big head. He let out two woofs, added a growl for good measure, and then stared the guy down. When the apparent gutless wonder backed away from my car, I pulled away, finger waving at him.

“Tootles, jerk-off,” I muttered, putting the window down enough for Brutus to stick his head out and enjoy the air blowing through his ears. He deserved it. “You get an extra bowl of kibble tonight,” I promised. 

Who needs protection when you have a sidekick like Brutus?
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I checked my phone while I sat in the reception area of the Little Ivywood Humane Society, with Brutus lying on my feet. Not by my feet, on my feet, because apparently, my feet are cold and he must warm them. When I finally figured out how to work Mabel’s answering machine, I found a message from a woman here at the humane society asking me to come down to speak with their board of directors on Friday about the dog park. She left the message on Wednesday, but I didn’t notice it until last night, unfortunately. I felt bad for leaving them hanging.

I felt a little out of place here. Being a pet owner for a whole week didn’t give me a lot of experience to draw from. Hopefully they don’t ask any questions. I don’t want to look like a fool. I’d already spent nearly ninety minutes on the phone this morning, frustrated to maximum levels with the phone company. I tried to cancel Mabel’s service, and after proving I had pertinent account information, they agreed to cancel the line. I asked them to add my phone number to the message a caller would hear, so any of her friends who hadn’t heard of her death, could reach me. It seemed like overkill since Mabel didn’t have any friends, at least none who stuck around long.

“Ms. Dalton?” 

I looked up from my musings to see the speaker of my name. She was young, probably younger than I am, and wore a Little Ivywood Humane Society shirt which had seen better days. I noticed Brutus stand, so I did the same. 

“Yes, I’m Cinn, nice to meet you,” I said, sticking my hand out for her to shake. 

“I’ve heard so much about you from your grandmother. My name is Kerrigan. I’m the head of volunteers here at the shelter.”

Well, I didn’t expect her to bring Mabel up in the first sentence, or to find out Mable talked about me a lot.

“I got your message late last night, so I hope I didn’t throw a monkey wrench in your plans.”

She shook her head and motioned for Brutus and me to follow her. “Not at all, the council is meeting today anyway, so as long as you could come down, we can talk about our plan and get started on it.”

She pushed a door open and five people sat gathered around a small table. The face of one of those people put a smile on mine. The voices ceased when Brutus and I walked in. A familiar, and ridiculously cute, figure stood and Brutus took me by surprise, yanking his leash out of my hand and barreling over to the man who was grinning as he rubbed Brutus’s chin. 

Foster motioned me over. “Hi Cinn,” he greeted me, “welcome to the Little Ivywood Humane Society.”

I walked over to the group of people and picked up Brutus’s leash. “Uh, hi,” I said like an uneducated dolt.

Foster was still grinning when he took the leash from my hand and unclipped it from Brutus’s collar. He patted him on the head. “Go find Poopsie; she’s waiting for you.”

The dog galloped off toward a door Kerrigan held open for him, and I watched as he disappeared into a hallway.

Foster held out a chair for me. “Please sit, so I can introduce you to everyone.”

I sat, swallowing hard as I looked around the table at the three men and two women who watched me closely. The woman to my right introduced herself. “Nice to meet you, Cinn. I’m Nancy and I’m a volunteer here at the shelter as well as a board member.”

They went around the table, each introducing themselves and I was surprised to learn they were all volunteers, except one, Foster. 

He looked rather sheepish as he explained his position with the shelter. “I’m the director of the humane society,” he explained. “We only have one paid position here, the director, and everyone else is a volunteer, including our volunteer director and fundraising director. We are lucky to have many private donors such as your grandmother who have gifted us large sums of their estate to keep our programs running.” 

“What kind of programs? Don’t you find homes for lost dogs and cats?” I asked, feeling out of my depth about what a humane society does.

“That’s only part of our mission, Cinn. We have many community programs we use as outreach to pet owners, not only here in Little Ivywood, but also in the surrounding communities. Most shelters don’t have the resources we do, so we spend a lot of time collaborating with them, offering services, and taking in animals they can’t house. Some of the other community services we have established include reduced fee or free spaying and neutering services, free micro chipping for pets, participation in local pet festivals and parades, and our annual Fido Fun Run, just to name a few.”

I sat back in my chair. “Wow, I had no idea. I feel a little silly.”

Nancy patted my arm. “Don’t, dear. Most people don’t think about the humane society until they’ve lost a pet or are looking for one. Over the years, and under the wonderful direction of Foster, we have managed to cut the rate of lost or abandoned pets by almost eighty percent. We now take in animals from other communities to be adopted here. The activities we plan are always well attended and, thanks to people like your grandmother, we’ve been able to keep up the building and grounds.”

“Speaking of Mabel,” Foster said, getting us back on track, “as you know, she left a generous donation to the humane society after her death.”

I shook my head a little. “I haven’t had time to read through the will, so all I know is what the lawyer told us. He said a ‘considerable sum’ and the land for the dog park was left to you.”

Foster nodded. “She left us nearly half a million dollars, if you include the land, Cinn.”

My mouth dropped open. “Holy dog biscuits,” I muttered. The rest of the people around the table snickered as I sat in shock. “I honestly had no idea what her net worth was. I mean, I knew she had a lot of money, but I didn’t know she was well on her way to being a millionaire. Anyway, it’s awesome, I’m sure you plan to put it to good use.”

“We have a plan, but we would like your family’s blessing,” Foster said and I waited for him to continue. “We plan to invest the money where it will gain interest at a low risk. As of right now the fundraisers we hold throughout the year cover all the expenses we have. This money will do us more good earning interest for future needs.”

I nodded. “Sure, I don’t see how my family would have a problem with it. Mabel left you the money knowing you would execute good judgment.”

Foster nodded at the secretary who was taking notes. “Let it be known the Dalton family agrees to the plan to invest the monetary donation from Mabel Dalton. Do I have a motion to make the needed arrangements?”

“I make the motion to allow Foster Kern to place the sum of four hundred thousand dollars into the previously discussed funds,” Nancy said. 

Mike, a businessman who owned a chain of hardware stores, seconded the motion and it carried. 

Foster was grinning as he folded his hands on the table. “Okay, since we have business out of the way, we would like to discuss the dog park. As you know, Mabel provided the funds for the park initially, and took care of the upkeep of the park. With her gone, we will assume the lawn duty, since she deeded us the land. We will likely use some of the interest from the money she left us to keep the park up. Would there be anyone in your family who would like the job, either volunteer or a small stipend, to do the mowing and cleanup of the park?”

I thought about it for a minute and shook my head a little. “My brother would probably do it, but he goes to college down in San Diego, so he’s in and out all the time. But I direct the Martindale Nightingale Youth Band, and we are always looking for ways to raise money for new instruments. Maybe we could scratch each other’s back? The band will take care of the park and the small stipend you’re offering will go toward instruments we would like to buy.”

Nancy clapped her hands excitedly. “I think your idea is wonderful, Cinn! I make a motion to hire the Martindale Nightingale Youth Band to care for Trigger’s Dog Park.”

“I second the motion,” Foster said. 

After they adjourned the meeting, Foster kept his hand on my arm after the other volunteers told me goodbye and left the room. 

He smiled at me after we were alone and looked a little sheepish. “Sorry, I didn’t tell you what I do for a living the other day at the park. I wanted to get to know the real Cinnamon Mabel Dalton, and I didn’t want you to feel odd knowing I was the director of the shelter.”

I shrugged. “No worries, I wouldn’t have thought it odd. I kind of wish I had known, actually. I probably would have peppered you with questions about pet care. I’ve worn Google out the past few days trying to understand how to care for a pet the size of Brutus. I even went to the dog park looking for you the other night.”

Why was I telling him this? I sounded like a desperate damsel in distress. 

He frowned. “I’m sorry. It never occurred to me you would have questions about Brutus, though it should have. We have a first-time pet owner class we offer free to the community. We’re holding one Monday night here at the shelter. Would you like to come?”

Relief flowed through me as I nodded. “Yes, please. I still have so many questions and I don’t want to bother you with them all.”

He put his hand on my arm. “It wouldn’t be a bother to answer your questions, Cinn. Brutus is my man, and I know you’re going to care for him the same way Mabel did, with lots of love. I’ll add you to the list for Monday night. Class starts at seven pm. I teach it and we have volunteers here who will walk your dog or take him to the park to keep him busy.”

I laughed at the image of Brutus being the one to take them for a walk. “I think you’d better have a couple of volunteers for Brutus.”

He leaned back in his chair. “Brutus can stay here with Poopsie and play in the back kennel. I don’t worry about those two. There is one more thing I would like to ask you about.”

“Sure, shoot,” I said and he picked up a sheet of paper from his folder. 

“We would like to honor your grandmother at the park. I know it’s named after her, but considering all she’s done for the shelter she deserves more than a sign on the fence.”

I cocked my head. “You know the park is named after my grandmother?”

“Mable Trigger-Finger Dalton, you mean?” he asked with a smirk and I let my lips turn up. 

“I seriously wasn’t sure if anyone knew Trigger wasn’t a dog!”

We laughed together in such an easy and relaxing way, it made me want to spend more time with him. I liked how he made me feel. 

“Oh, I know, but I continue to let the community at large believe what they want. You know, to protect your grandmother’s identity.” He winked and I could feel the blush starting before his eye went back up. 

“I appreciate it, and I appreciate everything you do here.”

“Good, then I’m sure you’ll like this.”

He laid the piece of paper in front of me and on it was a bench. The back of the bench had a Saint Bernard and the words ‘In Loving Memory of Mabel Dalton’ under it. “Wow, this is beautiful, Foster.”

“It’s made completely from marble, which will keep it cool in the summer. We’ll cement it in and put it under the big tree for shade. The marble company has agreed to do it at cost for us, and they plan to reinforce it with metal somehow, to protect it from vandals. I’m excited to see it.”

“Me, too.” I smiled, the fondness I felt for Mabel making my eyes water. I wiped the tears away and laughed a little bit. “It’s funny. I never dreamed I would grieve for Mabel, but sometimes, when I find out she did so much good in the community, it makes me wish I knew her better.”

He placed a hand on my shoulder and it was warm and comforting. I liked it way more than I should, sitting here alone with him in the middle of the day. “Whether or not she made it clear to you, she loved you. I’m not surprised you’re grieving, even if it’s in a way as indefinable as your relationship with her was. When I saw the bench image earlier I had to take a few deep breaths myself, as I thought about never seeing Mabel again.”

I blew out a breath and let my shoulders sink. “I’m starting to think we made a big mistake not having a public memorial service for her. We were afraid no one would show up, or those who did would bring eggs to throw at her casket.”

He barked with laughter once and then bit back his lip to stop. “Sorry, that’s funny, only because I understand why you might feel that way. We all grieve differently, and your family had every right to do what they wanted to do when they wanted to do it. We each said goodbye to Mabel in our own way, here. She always brought cat treats once a week because she said they didn’t get treats like dogs do, so one of our volunteers brought in fifty-two bags of cat treats.”

“One for every week for the next year,” I said and he nodded. 

“We’ve had occurrences of volunteers making donations since word has spread through the animal worker community about her death. So, while in life she may have been prickly, in death, she’s done so much good for Little Ivywood, which means underneath all the prickly, she had a good heart.”

“Oh, I know. Don’t tell anyone, especially my dad, but she once dug me out of a big hole when I couldn’t work.” I stopped and put my head in my hand. “Duh, Cinn, like he’s going to tell your dad.”

He laughed and let his hand slide to my back, where he rubbed it back and forth a few times. “I won’t tell anyone, but chances are your dad already knows, and was glad she could help you.”

“You’re probably right. Anyway, I should let you get back to work. I’ve taken up enough of your time and I have a concert to plan.”

He stood, holding his hand out for me, and I took it, standing up. “On the contrary, we asked you to come. Let’s go find Brutus so you can be on your way.”

He held the door Brutus had exited from earlier and we walked down a long hallway to an office where my dog lay next to Poopsie. “Looks like they didn’t get far,” I said, snapping his leash on him when he lumbered over to me. 

“He’s used to spending a lot of time here. Mabel volunteered here many hours a month.”

“Speaking of Mabel being gone from home; do you know if I can leave him home by himself while I’m at work?”

He ruffled Brutus’s head while Poopsie looked uninterested in our discussion. “When do you have to go back to work?”

“I teach band, so not until school starts in the fall. He can come with me to my summer practices.”

“I don’t know if Mabel ever left him home by himself for a long time; she always brought him with her.”

I sighed. “Okay, I’ll figure it out. Thanks for all your help, Foster.”

I headed for the door and he caught my elbow before I stepped into the hallway. “Hey, could I take you to dinner tonight? Maybe I could answer some of your questions before Monday night.”

My heart picked up speed as I watched his face for any sign of this being a joke. It wasn’t. He was serious. He wanted to take me to dinner, and I wanted to go, but couldn’t.

“I would love to go to dinner, but I can’t,” I said. 

He held up a hand. “No problem, short notice.”

“I have a band practice tonight at the park, but if you don’t mind getting together a little later, I would be open to ice cream.”

He grinned and nodded, his earnestness showing through in everything he did. “I don’t mind meeting up later. Ice cream would be great.”

I took out my phone and handed it to him. “If you put your number in I’ll call you when I’m done? It should be around seven-thirty.”

He was already typing the information into my iPhone when he answered. “Seven-thirty is perfect. I’ll take Poopsie to the park and then drop her off at home. We can decide where we want to go when we meet up?”

I took my phone back from him and smiled. “I’m looking forward to it. Have a great rest of your day, Foster.”

He raised a hand to say goodbye. “I’m looking forward to it, too. See you soon.”

I followed Brutus down the hallway, a gigantic smile on my face, while humming Sax to the Max. 

Chapter Four
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It was while I drove home I realized the error in my ways. I couldn’t find a mover with any openings before August, so I was going to have to move things from my apartment a little at a time. The furniture was going to be a problem, but I decided to pay my dad and brother to help me load a U-Haul once everything was out of the apartment. Why did it matter now? It doesn’t, except for the part where most my ‘clothes suitable to wear on a date’ were still at the apartment. 

“Time to make a stop, Brutus,” I groaned. “I’m not going for ice cream with him in yoga shorts and a tank top.”

Brutus didn’t seem like he cared much about my wardrobe. The truth is, I didn’t inherit my body shape from the more voluptuous Sanchez family. Instead, I got the Dalton body shape and, in fact, look a little bit like Mabel when she was younger–––thin as a bean with no boobs to speak off, unless you count the ones Victoria Secret gives me for a mere forty-nine bucks. The rest of me, however, is the Sanchez side, from my bronze skin to my long brown hair. My friends were always jealous how I didn’t have to ‘lie out’ to get the perfect tan. Little did they know I was jealous they didn’t have to use depilatory cream on their upper lip every Sunday afternoon. 

I pulled into the parking lot of my apartment building and looked in the rearview mirror, inspecting said lip for any regrowth. “Looks like I’m safe, Brutus,” I said, unbuckling my seatbelt. I looked at the lummox and wondered what I was going to do with him when I went inside. It was California in June and a balmy ninety-five degrees. I couldn’t leave him in the car. 

“Oh hell, who cares, I’m moving out, right big guy?” I asked, clipping his leash on. He jumped down out of the car and followed me to the door of the apartment. As long as I was here, I might as well pack my clothes, which are still in the closet, and bring them back to the house. 

I pushed the door open and let Brutus off the leash to explore while I pulled the shades, so no one could look in. I went to the closet in my miniscule bedroom and pulled out two suitcases and a duffle bag. With three bags, I could fit all my clothing and what few remaining items were still in the bathroom. For once in my life, my minimalistic material needs came in handy. 

“First things first, something for tonight,” I said, pushing aside the few hangers to get to my ‘I’m a professional band teacher’ wardrobe. There was a black dress, a black skirt, and a black pair of dress pants. Not exactly the look I was going for. I pulled it all out of the closet and laid it on the bed, going back for the three pairs of shoes on the floor. 

Brutus finally found me and sat down, looking up at me as if to say, “Whatcha doing?”

“Cinn needs an outfit for tonight, and doesn’t have all day to find it,” I told him. 

He must have decided I was a lost cause, because he lay down, his head on his paws, and fell asleep. 
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I stood next to Brutus as the kids hugged his head, shoulders, knees and toes. He stood patiently as the girls spoke to him in high squeaky voices and the boys tried to measure his head using a flute. It was a good decision to bring him with me. In a few minutes the kids would settle in, and he could listen to the music and sleep. Of course, for all I know, Brutus doesn’t like music and will howl the entire time, but I couldn’t leave him home to find out he howled there for hours. After the incident the other night with The King, I decided practicing in the park left me open to gawkers, so I asked everyone to come to the school instead. 

I looked up and saw one of the tuba players in the back of the room, feet up on the chair, arms around his knees and his eyes wide. I wound my way through the music stands until I was in front of him. 

“Alvar, what’s the matter?” I asked, his expression telling me something certainly was. 

“Ba-big, da-dog,” he stuttered, his eyes glued to Brutus at the front of the room. 

My heart sank. I didn’t even take the time to consider one of the kids might be afraid of Brutus. 

I knelt in front of his chair and put my hands on his knees. “I know he’s big, but do you know what that means?” Alvar shook his head, his eyes still fearful. “It means he has a giant heart.”

He finally pulled his eyes away from the dog and his classmates to look at me. Alvar was new to the school, only starting last year. He was a child prodigy on the tuba at the ripe old age of ten. Being a child prodigy didn’t mean his maturity level matched his playing skills. I usually spend half my time teaching them music, and the other half of the time being their mother when they were frightened or upset. It was a relationship which took time to build, but was worth it when they graduated high school and listed me as someone who made a difference in their life. 

He moved closer to my ear before he spoke. “I’m scared of dogs, especially big ones. Our neighbors used to have a pit bull and it bit me.” He showed me a scar on his arm I had noticed multiple times previously due to its size, but had never asked. 

I frowned. “I’m sorry you were hurt, Alvar, and it’s understandable you’re afraid of dogs now. Do you know what kind of dog Brutus is?”

“He’s a Saint Bernard. I think they can be mean dogs, too,” he whispered.

“You’re right, buddy. Some Saint Bernard’s are mean, but then any dog can be mean if their owner doesn’t raise them right, with love and patience. Does Brutus look mean to you?” I asked, motioning toward the kids still crowded around him, petting his soft fur. 

“No, but he could still bite,” he insisted, crossing his arms. 

“Maybe if you hurt him badly, or he was injured, but otherwise, no, he won’t bite. Brutus has a best friend. Can you guess who it is?”

“You?” he asked and I shook my head. 

“Nope, it’s a dog named Poopsie.”

“Poopsie?” He giggled at the name and I grinned. 

“Yes, Poopsie, and Poopsie is a terrier. How big is a terrier?” I asked him and he showed me with his hands. “Exactly, Poopsie weighs fifteen pounds, and Brutus weighs almost two hundred pounds. They romp around in the grass at the dog park and Brutus is always looking out for Poopsie, because he doesn’t want to hurt her.”

His eyes widened, and his breathing picked up as I spoke. I turned and Brutus was making his way to me by pushing the music stands out of the way. The kids were catching them left and right, which would have been comical if Alvar wasn’t so scared. 

I wrapped my arm around Brutus’s neck and planted a kiss on his head. “Hello, Brutus, this is my friend Alvar,” I said, introducing them as though he was a new kid in the classroom. Brutus must have noticed Alvar wasn’t as beguiled by him as the other kids, so he laid his chin on the corner of Alvar’s chair and looked up at him from under his unruly eyebrows. 

The boy finally got the courage to look the dog in the eye, and they stared each other down for a few seconds before Alvar spoke. “He looks sad, Ms. Dalton. Why is he sad?”

I patted Brutus’s head. “He always looks sad, especially when he’s trying to convince me he’s still hungry and needs part of my dinner.”

He giggled at me and rolled his eyes a little. “Does he really do that?”

“Every day.” I grinned, and patted Brutus on the head. 

A fellow tuba player came to the back of the room with his tuba and sat it on the floor next to me. Jones, who was a few years older than Alvar, looked at him questionably. “What’s wrong, Al?”

I could tell Alvar was going to get embarrassed easily about this, but before I could clear it up, Jones leaned over and whispered something in his friend’s ear. Alvar started smiling and slowly held his hand out for Brutus to smell. Brutus, who was so happy his new friend wanted to get to know him, sniffed, and then licked from his fingers all the way to his elbow with one flick of his tongue. 

Alvar started laughing, wiping the slobber off his arm and tentatively patting the dog’s head. “I guess he is friendly.”

“He’s a little too friendly,” I said laughing. “I’ll keep him in the front of the room with me, so he doesn’t bother you.”

I stood and motioned for Brutus to follow me, when he didn’t, I turned back to the chair. Alvar had lifted his tuba up off the floor and Brutus had made himself comfortable in the empty spot.

Alvar smiled at me shyly. “He can stay there, if it’s okay with you, Ms. Dalton.”

I gave him the thumbs up, so not to make a big deal out of it and walked to the end of the row, then up to the front. From my conductor’s podium, I lifted my arms, readying them to start their first piece. I swear, when I looked to the back of the room, the dog wore a smile of satisfaction on his face. Score one for Brutus.
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The night was cool for once as I left the school. The practice had gone extremely well, and if we had a few more practices like tonight, we would have the Battle of the Bands in the bag. Brutus walked next to me, his tail hitting the back of my leg every so often when he saw something to excite him. When I texted Foster, and told him I was in Martindale, he replied he didn’t mind driving over for a famous Martindale Soda Shoppe Shake. I agreed to meet him there, since it was only a few blocks from the school. When I stepped out into the parking lot I immediately noticed a red VW Bug parked next to mine. When he saw me, he climbed from the car and waved, locking the small car. 

Brutus, in all his exuberance, yanked on the leash the second he saw him, and I had to let go or risk being dragged across the parking lot. The dog stopped inches from Foster and lay down, rolling over on his back. Foster rewarded him with a belly rub, and spoke softly to him. When I finally reached them, I heard him tell Brutus, “No Poopsie tonight, boy. I left her home, so you could be the head honcho for the night.”

I laughed the way my kids did at Brutus every time he howled during the piccolo solo. “Hi, Foster. I was going to meet you at the soda shop.”

He stood and wiped his hands off, then surprisingly, pulled me into a loose hug, rubbing my shoulders a few times before letting me go. “I didn’t like the idea of you walking there alone when it’s almost dark.”

I pointed at the dog. “He’s my protection detail.”

Foster laughed and I noticed his cheeks turned a light shade of pink. Man, he was cute in the most ridiculously boy next door kind of way. 

“I didn’t know you had Brutus with you,” he said, picking up the leash and holding it as we started walking toward the small building which housed the ice cream shop. 

“I’m afraid to leave him home. I don’t know what he will do, and when Mabel was alive, it wasn’t something I thought to ask her. ‘So, Mabel, how does Brutus like staying home alone?’ It would have looked a little odd.”

He grinned and nodded. “Okay, you have me there. On the bright side, no one will bother us with him along. I’m dying to ask. Is the yellow VW Bug in the parking lot yours?”

I smirked at the question. “Guilty as charged. My yellow beetle is my pride and joy. Well, at least she was before I became Brutus’s owner.”

“Looks like we have more than just our dogs in common,” he laughed. “I’ve had my red ladybug since college and even with over two hundred thousand miles on her, she runs like a top.”

We walked in silence for a few minutes and then he pointed at the small building across the street. “I don’t think they’ll let Brutus into the shop. He might eat all the ice cream or knock over multiple displays.”

“Are you saying my dog is a lumbering oaf?” I asked, looking both ways before we crossed the street. 

“As much as I would like to say no, I can’t. He’s definitely a lumbering oaf, but I love him anyway.”

I leaned into him for a second and our shoulders touched. It was nice and I didn’t feel threatened or pressured being with him. 

“There,” I said pointing out a bike rack near the door. “We can tie him to it while we get our shakes and then come back out and sit at the picnic table.”

He made fast work of unhooking Brutus long enough to flick the leash around the bar and pulling it through the hoop. He clipped it back on his collar. “I suppose we better check and see if this is even bolted to the ground.” 

I laughed, trying to move the bike rack, but it didn’t budge.

He put his arm around my waist as he held the door for me and I answered his question. “I think it’s sunk into the concrete, but you can’t see the posts under it. He’ll be fine.”

Stepping inside the small shop was like stepping into an era long past. The old-fashioned ice cream tubs sat in a cooler far older than my twenty-seven years, and the malt machines were as old, if not older. A woman behind the counter wore a white apron speckled with various flavors of ice cream, and a red and white hat, reminding me of when I was a kid and barely tall enough to see inside the cooler at the ice cream flavors. 

“Good evening,” she said in a cheery voice. “What can I get for you?”

We were both staring at the cooler of ice cream with great interest, oblivious to anything else in the room, until she spoke. Foster pointed at a tub in the corner. “I’ll have a blueberry shake.” He turned to me, “What would you like?”

My heart was beating a little quicker than normal. Most of the flavors in the cooler I couldn’t have. They all contained either nuts or seeds. What happened to plain old chocolate?

“Do you have plain chocolate or vanilla?” I asked the worker and she pointed to another cooler behind her back. 

“Of course, we don’t keep it in this cooler though because we go through so much. Which would you like?”

I tried not to let out an audible sigh of relief. “I’ll have a vanilla shake, thank you. Oh, and a scoop of vanilla for my dog,” I ordered, pulling my wallet from my pocket, but he motioned me away. 

“I’m buying. If you want to go sit with Brutus, I’ll bring it out when it’s ready.”

“Okay, thanks.” I smiled at him and grabbed several napkins from the holder. I held them up. “For Brutus, he’s a messy ice cream eater.”

I could hear him laughing as the door closed behind me. I set the napkins down and went about untangling Brutus from around the bike rack. “What do you think, boy? Do you like Foster?”

He nudged me under my armpit with his nose and I laughed as the wetness tickled. “I know, you don’t like him, you love him. I forgot you’ve known him much longer than I have.”

I finally freed him and he sat next to the picnic table bench while I sat on his leash to keep him from jumping up and knocking anyone over with his strength or his tail. But, as late as it was, the place was empty, which was nice. We could talk without anyone overhearing us. 

Foster set the ice cream down on the table. “A vanilla shake for the lady, and a bowl of vanilla for the gentleman.” He winked as he set the bowl down on the ground for Brutus. I expected the dog to snatch up the treat in one bite, but instead he licked it daintily, the way a child would lick an ice cream cone. Go figure, Brutus has manners.

I turned back to the table where Foster sat sipping his shake. He smiled at me and I took a drink of my shake, a little self-consciously. Why do I always get butterflies when I’m with him? 

“Why did you change the band practice to the school?” he asked in conversation. 

“We’re practicing for a battle of the bands and I didn’t want the competition to be able to sneak in and listen. I was at the park a few nights ago when our main competition was practicing, and the band director accused me of scoping out the competition.” 

“Were you?” he asked. “Scoping out the competition, that is.”

“Yup,” I said, starting to giggle with him at the frank admittance. When I could talk again without giggling, I clarified. “I will admit I went there to check them out, but I go to most of the outdoor concerts. The director became a bit belligerent with his accusations. Luckily, Brutus was in the car with me and scared him off.”

He leaned on his elbows. “You mean Brutus has a mean streak?”

I shrugged. “Apparently, he didn’t like the tone of voice the guy used or something. He jumped into the front seat, barking and growling until he backed off. Once I pulled the car away, he went to sleep.”

He grinned. “Now that sounds more like the Brutus I know. I’m glad he was along. It’s a free country and you had every right to be there. He sounds like a real jerk.”

“Oh, he is. He’s known in the band director community as ‘The King’.”

“The King? Doesn’t sound like a name for a jerk to be honest.”

“The King is the shortened version. What comes after is rather inappropriate in mixed company.”

He shook his head gently and propped his chin on his hand. “I think I can take it from there. What a shame to have to live in such a way you’re always in competition with others. Some guys can’t see past the nose on their face.”

“It’s true, and don’t get me wrong, I want to win as much as they do. However, I’m not going to work my kids into the ground, expect them to play a piece they aren’t practiced in, or threaten and accuse other directors.”

“So, you changed the practice site so he wouldn’t be able to find you.”

I shrugged. “Partly. I knew if he got wind we were at the park he would come and smirk through our practice, and the kids would catch on and be nervous. The real reason I changed it was because several of the students’ parents don’t have cars and they couldn’t get a ride to Little Ivywood, so I would have had to go get them and bring them in anyway. It made sense to change the location. When we compete, the bus driver will bring everyone to the competition.”

He held up a hand in confusion. “Wait, I thought Martindale School of Music and Fine Arts was a private school.”

“Oh, it is, but that doesn’t mean all of our students were born with a silver spoon in their mouth. Most of our students come from middle class families, but happen to be brilliant musicians and performers. We have some awfully low-income students as well, and those are usually our finest prodigies. We pay their tuition to keep them in the school. Only about a quarter of our students are Caucasian. The rest are a mix of ethnicities including Hispanic, African American, and Asian.”

He let the straw fall back into the cup. “Huh, I had no idea. I suppose knowing how to speak Spanish comes in handy there.”

“Hey, I understand. It’s a general presumption a private school overflows with rich kids, but not Martindale. Trust me when I say I could earn a lot more money working in a public school, but it isn’t about the money to me. It’s about the music. I like how the program focuses on music and the rest of their studies take a backseat to it. There’s no place else in California that can offer the kind of reward I get from teaching my kids how to sharpen their skills and become a world-renowned musician. All my students speak English, but our shared culture often leads us to play music from Hispanic composers. Even though I speak Spanish fluently, I like to think being Hispanic is about more than being able to speak the language.” 

“Why?” he asked, listening intently. 

“Because I can identify with them in a way a lot of other teachers can’t. I understand which holidays are important to them, and the cultural observations and traditions we need to participate in. Because I’m part of their life, I’m able to schedule practices and concerts around those important days. I understand how momentous it is for the girls to turn fifteen and have their Quinceañera, so I always try to attend them.”

“You’re saying it’s about the culture and not the language,” he said, smiling as he listened to me. “I love how eager and vibrant you are when you talk about your job, and your culture. It’s rare to find someone who is completely happy with what they do, but you seem to be one of the exceptions.”

I pushed the shake away, knowing if I drank more of it, I wouldn’t make it home before I got sick. 

“You’re not happy with your job?” I asked and his eyes resembled owl eyes in the dark. 

“No, no, I love what I do. I was speaking in generalities. Of course, if I had one thing to change about my job it would be that more people understood the importance of proper pet ownership, but it’s a pipedream.”

I laughed. “Yeah, you’re dreaming there, buddy.”

“It’s my lot in life,” he laughed, grinning at me in the near darkness. 

“What kind of degree do you need to be the director of an animal shelter?” I asked curiously. “Seems like it would be business or?”

“Or say a doctor of veterinary medicine degree?”

I felt my mouth drop open a little. “You’re a vet?”

He reached over and closed my mouth with a finger to my chin. “Shocking, I know.”

I shook my head. “No, I mean, you’re not old enough to have a medical degree. How are you a vet?”

He motioned around his face with his hand. “Don’t let this baby face fool you. I’m looking at twenty-eight next month. I got my degree when I was twenty-two, because I graduated from high school with an undergraduate degree in biology.”

“How did you accomplish a high school diploma and a college degree?”

He held up my shake. “Done?” I nodded and he carried his cup, my cup, and Brutus’s bowl to the trash, then took the leash in one hand and my hand in the other as we walked back toward the cars. “I went to a high school specifically targeted toward medical careers. Instead of taking high school level biology, it was college level, so when you graduated with a high school diploma, it came along with a bachelor’s degree.”

“Wow, that’s bona fide genius level there,” I said, unsure how I should feel about it. 

“Says the teacher who speaks two languages and plays how many instruments?” 

“I play all of your mainstream horns, percussion, and piano, though I prefer the double reed woodwinds.”

He nodded along as though he totally understood what I was saying. “I don’t even know what a double reed woodwind is, so how’s that for genius level?”

I liked how he always found a way to make me feel like we were on even ground about everything. I didn’t know a thing about taking care of a pet, but he still managed to make me feel like I did. Now he was doing the same thing with my work. 

“Oboe and bassoon are two which come to mind,” I laughed and he tapped his temple.

“Of course, wait, not of course, I don’t have a clue what a double reed even is.”

“I guess you’ll have to come to a practice and find out,” I said rather flirty. A little too flirty, if you ask me. 

He seemed to take notice and squeezed my hand. “I would love to see you in action.”

“It’s amazing to see. I stand in front of a room of kids and clap my hands, yell ‘Not yet, Alvar’ and sing all kinds of crazy things to keep them on beat. It’s stellar.”

He shook his head. “I don’t believe you. You’re working with child prodigies.”

“You make a good point, but remember they’re still children even if they are talented ones. Some days it’s like herding cats.”

“I can’t even imagine. I would rather deal with a pack of rabid dogs than two kids.”

“You don’t like kids?” I asked surprised. Don’t most people who like dogs, like kids? Okay, well, maybe not, but he didn’t seem the type to be a child hater.

“I like kids, but they scare me. You can yell ‘sit and stay’ at them, but they don’t do it. I have no control; I’m too soft.”

I giggled hysterically, trying not to sound like a four-year-old. “I like that you’re soft, but you’re right. Kids are like little demons, and they always know your weakness. Never let them see your weakness.”

“Something they have in common with dogs then. Dogs can sense your weakness, too.”

He was making me nervous with all this talk of weakness. Hell, for all I know, Mabel already told him about mine, but I would go on the assumption she hadn’t until he said otherwise. 

“Do you do all the vet work at the shelter then?” I asked as we approached the parking lot. I was sad our date was coming to an end, but I couldn’t figure out a way to prolong it.

“Yep, I have a multifaceted position. I do all the vet care, spaying, and neutering. It saves us a lot of money and gives me an opportunity to continue to keep my license active. Being able to practice as a doctor was one of the reasons I was interested in this job, because working in a practice can become exceedingly ho-hum. There’s never a dull day at the shelter.”

I unlocked my Bug and rolled the window down after I opened the door so Brutus could jump in. “I had a nice time tonight, Foster,” I said, turning and leaning against the door.

He smiled. “I’m glad. I was worried because you didn’t seem to want ice cream. I remembered Mabel telling me you had stomach problems. I hope you aren’t sick from it.”

I shook my head slowly, trying to come up with an explanation without an actual explanation. She said I had ‘stomach problems’ and I could roll with such a vague description. 

“No, I’m not sick. It’s late, so I suppose I should head home. I have to be up in the morning to get things moved.”

“Oh, you haven’t finished moving yet?” he asked, nonchalantly leaning his left hand on the door next to me. 

“I can’t lift heavy stuff, so my brother and dad are going to help me load a U-Haul tomorrow. Somehow, I need to figure out how to get rid of the stuff of Mabel’s I don’t want, before then. I was hoping a thrift store might bring their truck and pick them up.”

“What do you have to get rid of?” he asked, interest sparking in his eyes. 

“Her sofa, which is a million years old, but was always covered with a plastic slipcover, so it looks brand new.”

“A million years old? You just called Mabel old.” He tisked his tongue a couple of times. “She’s not happy right now.”

I grinned. “Probably not, especially if she knew I was getting rid of the sofa. I prefer mine, it reclines and has massage.”

“Ohhh, sounds comfy,” he teased. 

“Yeah, but to make room for it, her sofa and club chair must go, along with a couple of dressers in the bedroom I don’t need, or frankly like. It’s weird, white veneer stuff.”

“Does it have to go to a thrift shop?” he asked and I shook my head. 

“Do you know someone who could use it?”

“I could, actually. I mean the shelter could. We need to replace the couch in the room where we have families stay while going through the adoption process. We bring the animal to them and often the excitement is a little too much for the dog, if you know what I mean.”

“What you’re saying is, you want the plastic slipcover, too?”

He tossed his head back easily and laughed, the sound low, long, and disturbingly sexy. 

“I’ll even take the plastic slipcover. I can use the dressers in several of the supply rooms. It would help us out and I can pay you a little something for them. Anything we don’t have to buy new is always helpful.”

“Uh, no, I should be paying you to take them. Seriously, they’re yours. Do you have someone who can come get them?”

“Me. I told you, I have a multifaceted position,” he teased. 

“I guess so. How about if you come over around ten tomorrow morning? Dad will be there with the truck by then and he can help you load them in your vehicle. Then he can go to my apartment and get the rest.”

“Sounds good, and I even have a van big enough for it, so that’s a bonus. Well, I should let you get home, since I’ve kept you here another fifteen minutes.”

I shrugged, my shoulder barely going up. “I’m enjoying myself, but I suppose you’re right.” He was so close I could put my hand on his chest, and I did. I felt his breathing speed up at the same time I felt mine start to gallop. What was going on between us? I’ve only spent a few hours with him and we already had a strange attraction to each other I couldn’t deny. 

“I want to kiss you so badly right now,” he admitted. “But it would be jumping the gun, I’m sure.”

“Is it jumping the gun if I want to kiss you, too?” I asked, tipping my head up to look in his eyes. 

He didn’t move his arm from the door, instead brought his other one up and leaned forward at the same time. The closer he got to my lips, my eyes dipped closed, and when they touched, it was as if I had come home. It was a strange description of a kiss, I suppose. The kiss was nothing more than a closed mouthed appreciation of a good time spent together, but the emotions swirled through me, like those feelings you have when you walk in the door of your own space. The first touch of his lips brought happiness, followed closely by contentment, and the feeling of being able to be yourself, which was strange considering it was incredibly hard for me to be myself. 

He ended the kiss tenderly, pulling away and dropping his arms. “Thank you for a great evening, Cinn.”

“You’re welcome,” I said, a smile on my face. “I’ll see you in the morning?”

“I’ll be there with bells on,” he promised, holding my door for me. 

“Wait, do you know where Mabel lived?” I asked, still having a hard time saying where ‘I’ live. 

“I gave Mabel many a ride home when she walked to the shelter, but was too tired to walk home.”

I shook my head a little bit. “I’m embarrassed by how much I didn’t know about Mabel. Thanks for being her friend.”

He smiled at me and nodded. “She always kept me on my toes, which why I know I had better follow you back to Little Ivywood to make sure you’re safe. I know you can handle yourself, but we don’t want Mabel to haunt me, right?”

I pushed Brutus to the passenger side, sat in my seat, and he shut the door as I giggled. “No, we certainly don’t want any hauntings, but I never turn down an escort.” 

He waved and climbed into his ladybug, while I started my car and adjusted the windows. I pulled out of the school parking lot and headed up the road to Little Ivywood, the kiss replaying through my mind. I could be happy with a guy like Foster. He made me feel safe and sexy at the same time. I had myself convinced of it until I drove under the first streetlight of Little Ivywood and all the reasons I couldn’t be happy with a guy like Foster came flooding back. 

Chapter Five
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The house was already hot and it was only five a.m. I guess I was going to have to put the air conditioner on sooner than I wanted to. Living so close to the Oregon border, the weather in Little Ivywood was closer to Oregon weather, than California. Hot in the summer, but downright cold in the winter, with occasional snow. All in all, it’s not a bad place to live, but considering I was going to have a bunch of men moving things in and out, I should probably keep it cool for them.

I climbed out of bed and closed the windows, turning the air conditioner on and going back to my bedroom. Brutus had taken over my bed and I sighed, putting one hand on my hip. “Brutus, we’re going to have to talk about personal space here.”

He didn’t seem to hear me over his own snoring, so I rolled my eyes and went to the kitchen to make my breakfast. As long as I was up, I might as well move a few things out of the way and get the items Foster planned to pick up, cleaned and ready to go. As I measured my protein shake into the container, I thought about last night and how easy he is to talk to, which worried me. If he was so easy to talk to, it was likely at some point I would say something I couldn’t take back.

I carried my breakfast into the living room and sat in the only chair of Mabel’s I was keeping. I flipped open my iPad to read the news and check my email while I had my breakfast. It struck me when I looked at the date how it had been a full week since Mabel’s funeral, but I still felt as uneven about it as ever. Maybe it was because Foster had come into my life with her death, and my relationship with him left me vulnerable when it came to trying to put her death behind me. 

“Or maybe, it’s only been a week since you lost the woman and you can grieve for her as long as need to,” I said to the empty room, slamming the iPad shut. I was going to have to get a grip on my life or it was going to keep spiraling out of control. 

I finished my breakfast shake and went to the piano sitting down to play, only to remember it was only a little after five and my neighbors probably wouldn’t appreciate it. I got up and began to take my frustrations out on the furniture, cleaning out cushions, emptying dresser drawers, and sorting out their contents. Mabel lived relatively sparsely when it came to material possessions. I inherited my need for few possessions from her, which I didn’t know about until I moved into her home. I sat on my bed, after Brutus had vacated the space for the great outdoors, and sorted through the pack of pictures I had found in the top drawer of the dresser. Most were black and white, with the ridge of white going around them, and the year stamped into it with black typeset. They started in the 50s and went all the way until the early 80s, from what I could tell. I saw my grandparents in a new light with the images in my hands. Smiling at the camera, they seemed like carefree kids, even though I knew how many secrets Mabel kept hidden from her husband at the time. She waited until the early 90s before she told the family exactly what she did in the service. I suppose in her own way she was protecting us from the ugliness of the things she did in those wars. In fact, she made it all seem so farfetched, we didn’t give it much thought.

As I held the pictures of her wearing a uniform and holding a rifle right before she went to Korea, I sensed the ugliness she would experience, and she did, too. I could see it in her eyes. When 1956 rolled around, and her part of the Vietnam War ended, there was no sparkle left. Whatever she saw there, whatever atrocities she committed in the name of the United States of America, weighed on her. Those were acts she never told any of us about, and knowledge she took to her grave. Sure, she would occasionally laugh about a funny story having to do with her gun jamming, or how she would cause trouble on the base, but never about the men she killed, or the jobs she carried out. I wouldn’t have wanted to hear them, anyway. 

I carried the pictures to the kitchen and found a Ziploc bag, zipping it closed and laying it on the counter. My father should be the one to have those images, and I would make sure I gave them to him today. I looked up at the clock, surprised it was nearly eight, and I had been lost in my work for over two hours. I let Brutus in, and made sure his food bowl was full, then went to the living room and sat down at the piano, grateful Mabel had invested in it for me years ago. She loved hearing me play, but didn’t love spending a lot of time at my mother’s house. So, she bought this old upright, which still played in tune the way it did when it was new. I guess now it’s mine. I lifted the dust protector from the keys and put my hands on the ivory, running a scale up and down the keys. It felt good and I began to play an old Frank Sinatra piece. I could see it as a piece Mabel would have danced to in the clubs with her military men. 

Did she dance? Did she go to clubs? Did she hang out with military men? There were so many questions I couldn’t answer, and now they would remain a mystery. I closed my eyes and played, letting the memories of the woman who a week ago I thought was a lousy grandmother, become the woman who had unknowingly shaped my future.
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My dad handed me the key to my apartment after they unloaded the last of the boxes from the truck. It had been a long day of moving, starting when Foster and a shelter volunteer arrived to pick up the couch and dressers. It was nearly five now and I still had another few hours of work unloading boxes Dad and Lorenzo had brought over from the old place.

“How are you doing, Cinn?” Dad asked, holding my right shoulder. “Your mamá and I are a little worried about the stress.”

I tried to smile reassuringly, knowing he was dealing with the stress of losing his mother as much as I was dealing with the emotions of losing my grandmother. “I’m doing okay, Dad. I’m taking care of myself and not letting my health take a backseat to anything. I appreciate all the help with moving; it wasn’t something I was expecting to do this summer.”

“I don’t imagine so,” he said sadly. “I’m glad this house is staying in the family, though. It holds all my childhood memories and at least I can still relive those days by coming over to see my daughter.”

I hugged him, his words making me sad, and happy, at the same time. “I love you, Dad. You’re welcome to come over anytime. Maybe you can help me fix up the basement as a practice studio?”

He leaned back on the counter and crossed his ankles. “You want to make the basement your studio? I’m not sure if it’s a good idea for all your instruments.”

I knew he always worried about my thousands of dollars’ worth of horns, so I didn’t take offense at his hesitation. “Not to worry, the horns will be residing in the spare bedroom except when I’m playing them. I remember how hard it was to play at the apartment when I had neighbors. I don’t want to anger anyone when I need to practice late at night or early in the morning. I thought the basement might be a good solution. I can play down there and no one will be the wiser.”

“Okay, I can see your train of thought. But don’t ask me to move your piano downstairs,” he laughed, pointing at the piano against the living room wall. 

“Not a good idea all the way around, since the piano will warp from the dampness. I’ll leave my keyboard down there because the dampness can’t hurt it.”

“What did you have in mind, Cinn?” he asked, grabbing a soda from the fridge. 

“Nothing fancy. I need a room where I can practice early in the morning. I’d like to put up a wall, so I can close off only a small portion of the basement. If I try to practice down there with the basement the way it is now, it will defeat the purpose of trying not to bother the neighbors. I decided I would close off the left side of the basement because it faces the driveway. Picking the driveway side ensures I won’t disturb any neighbors. Once we have it closed off we’d need to put down some carpet on the floor and walls for sound proofing.”

He snapped the tab on the soda and took a drink. “Won’t it dull the sound too much?”

I opened the door for Brutus and he lumbered past us into the living room to lie by the air conditioning vent. “It will, but it doesn’t matter. I won’t be recording. It will be a place for me to practice pieces when other people might be sleeping, nothing more. If I need to record something I’ll do it at school.”

“Makes sense. It won’t take us long to finish something as small as what you describe. I’ll find out when Lorenzo is available and we’ll knock it out for you.”

“Since it’s summer I’m available whenever. Let me know and I’ll give you a check for the materials and have some steaks ready for the grill.”

He set the can in the sink and kissed my cheek. “I always love a good steak. Maybe you can disappear with your mamá and sister for the day and have a girls’ day.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Does Tabitha have to come? When she’s along it’s not fun, it’s a lesson in frustration.”

He tweaked my nose with his thumb and pointer finger. “I shouldn’t agree with you, but it’s basically a given. Especially right now, she’s unhappy with her life. Anyway, I’ll let you get back to work, not that you have much to put away. You take after Mabel more than I realized.”

I snapped my fingers. “Oh, speaking of, I was cleaning out a dresser this morning and found some photos from when you were a kid.” I pulled them off the windowsill and handed them to him. “I thought you should have them. If I come across any more, I’ll give them to you.”

He looked at the thick packet of pictures in shock. “Wow, I thought I had the only photo album of family pictures. Remember the gold one that says OUR FAMILY on it?”

I groaned. “Dad, there were about six photos in the album.”

“Exactly.” He flipped the bag of pictures over a few times. “I wonder why she never put these in the album before she gave it to me.”

“I don’t know, but with Mabel, who knows. She may have forgotten she had them. Now you can put them in the album in the right order.”

He stuck them in his back pocket and patted my face. “Your mamá will be thrilled, I’m sure.”

I tried not to laugh, but I couldn’t hold it in. “God love mamá; she did put up with a lot when it came to Mabel.”

“She sure did. I used to feel guilty every week and brought her flowers every Monday for putting up with Mabel on Sunday.”

I put my hand to my chest. “How sweet, Dad, I never knew the reason you brought her flowers every week.”

He opened the door and held it open with his butt. “Good, at least there’s still a little mystery left when it comes to your mamá and me. Let me know if you need anything, baby girl.”

I promised I would and closed the door behind him, eyeing the clock. It was nearly six, and I tossed around what I should eat. Did I feel like cooking or did a protein shake sound better? There was a knock on the door and I pulled it open. “Did you forget something?” I asked before I looked up. 

“I forgot to ask you to dinner,” Foster said and my head came up sharply.

“Foster, hi, you surprised me. Did you see my dad? You must have passed him on the way to the door.”

“I did, but don’t worry, I didn’t tell him your secret,” he deadpanned.

I broke into a grin and shook my head at him a little bit. “I’m so relieved. Please, come in,” I said, pulling the door open further.

I saw a flash of fur coming from the living room and pushed Foster against the counter as Brutus came bouncing into the kitchen, placing his paws up on Foster’s shoulders, then slurping up the side of his face. “Hey, Brute, did you miss me? It’s been a few hours, huh?” He pushed the dog down and leaned his hands on the counter. “Thanks for protecting my body there, I appreciate it.”

“I’m getting used to it,” I said, laughing with him. “Where’s Poopsie?”

“She’s in the car. I left it running. I thought if you wanted to go get dinner I would drop her off at home.” He bounced up on his toes as though he was nervous about asking me to dinner and I felt bad I would have to turn him down, but I was in no mood to go out to dinner. 

“It’s been a long day, Foster. I’m not sure I would be great company.”

His shoulders sank a little, but he smiled anyway. “I get it. All the moving and you said you were tired earlier. I’ll leave you be.”

I put my hand on his arm to stop him. “But, I do have to eat. If you like chicken on the grill I would be happy to throw some on for you with a baked potato?”

When he gave me a boyish smile, I was so relieved I didn’t even care I had to cook.

“I don’t want you to have to cook when you’re already tired,” he said, putting his hand over mine.

I laughed and felt the smile on my face. “I just thought to myself I didn’t even care if I have to cook, because your smile makes me feel exhilarated.”

He tried to stop smiling, but it didn’t work and he let it shine through when he said, “I’ll get Poopsie and we can sit out in the yard? It’s cooling off some. Maybe we could take the dogs to the park afterward?”

“I’m sure Brutus would love to go,” I said, motioning toward the door. “Go get Poopsie and I’ll be on the other side of the house on the patio.”

He disappeared behind the door and I put one hand on my hip and shook my head at Brutus. “Why can’t I say no to him, huh, Brutus?” I asked, as his tail wagged, brushing the floor where he sat. “Let’s go outside, we don’t want to keep Poopsie waiting.”

At the familiar name of his friend he stood by the door with his tail wagging as I grabbed a beer from the fridge for Foster, and a couple of treats for the dogs. As I watched him back out of the car with Poopsie in one arm, and a bouquet of wildflowers in the other, I felt my heart pause inside my chest. Foster set the dog down on the grass and held the flowers out to me. 

“Flowers for the beautiful lady to say thank you for the new-to-us couch and dressers. We’ve already loaded the towels and blankets into the dressers. It’s nice having them all in one place.” I accepted his gift and inhaled the fragrant aroma. “I’m glad you could put all of it to good use. I’m sure if Mabel had a choice in the matter the shelter is where she would want them to be. And, the best part is, the animals don’t care if the couch is ugly.”

He was laughing loudly as he followed me to the patio. “You aren’t kidding,” he finally managed to say. “We covered it with a sheet, and then put the plastic back on. Our theory was the sheet would protect the fabric in case there was an accident the plastic didn’t protect, but the real reason was to cover up the gaudiness of the pattern. The couch is totally circa 1970.”

I opened the lid on the grill and lit the burners, watching the flame until it turned blue and then lowered the top again so it could heat up. “Since she had no friends, no one ever sat on it, except her dates,” I said, putting ‘dates’ in air quotes with my fingers. 

He waved his hands. “Please, stop. The thought makes me want to wash my eyes out with bleach.”

“You should be her granddaughter!” I laughed, sitting next to him on the patio swing. 

He had his hands in his lap watching Brutus and Poopsie chasing each other in the yard. “I hope I’m not intruding, Cinn. You would tell me if I was, right?”

I stopped the swing with my foot and leaned forward, cocking myself sideways so I could see his face. “You’re not intruding. Why would you feel you are? I would have told you if I didn’t want company.”

He shrugged, but it was barely a twitch, as though he was embarrassed or nervous about being here. “I don’t want to look desperate, because I’m not, but I feel like you get me and it has been a long time since someone has understood me.” He blew out a breath and waved his hand. “Forget it. I’m glad I’m here.”

I had two choices; I could try to placate him, or I could move on and show him I understood how he felt, instead of telling him. I decided on the latter and stood from the swing. “The grill should be ready. Will you keep an eye on the dogs? I’ll grab the meat and come right back out.”

He saluted. “I’m on it, Sarge.”

I laughed, ducked around the side of the house and up the three stairs. I jogged to the bathroom and did a quick inspection in the mirror. As I washed my hands and straightened the ponytail in my long hair, I tried not to make eye contact with myself. If I did, I might have seen exactly how much I needed, and wanted, him to understand me, reflected in my own terrified eyes.

Chapter Six
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Sunday night had been fun, but by the time dinner was over and the dishes were done, I couldn’t stop yawning. Foster noticed and had kissed my cheek, picked up Poopsie, and promised we could do the dog park another night, after I had time to rest. There was something about him and how observant he was which made me feel respected and cared for. Maybe it was because he was a doctor, at least for animals, or maybe he and I were more in tune than we knew. When he left, I showered and fell into bed, where I remained until nine a.m. After band practice and unpacking the rest of my boxes, I fell asleep at seven last night. At least today I felt rested after twelve hours of sleep.

Practice finished about ten minutes ago, and I planned to get the room cleaned up and head home. Organizing the band room reminded me a lot of organizing a kid’s room. Futile. I no sooner got everything where it belonged and a kid moved it. My plan was to finish here and then, if I had time, to organize some of the boxes at home. It seemed like I had done a lot of organizing in my life lately. While some of it was futile, a good portion of it was moving me forward in my life, something I hadn’t been doing on my own. Mabel’s death came as a surprise, but so did the catalyst she had created in my life. 

I heard a knock and turned toward the door, surprised to see six of my students nervously looking in at me. “Hey, guys,” I said motioning them in. “What’s up? Do you need a ride?” I asked. Daily rehearsals were unusual, but since the competition was coming up, we needed to practice every day. 

Jorge, a senior come fall, herded the younger kids in the door until they stood in front of me. He cleared his throat. “We don’t need a ride; we’re going to my house when we are done here, but we wanted to ask you a question.”

“Sure, take a seat,” I pointed at the empty chairs in front of my conductor’s stool and they each took one, looking various levels of nervous. “Now, what can I do for you?”

It seemed Lillianna was the spokesperson because they all looked to her. She was my thirteen-year-old percussionist, and I spent a lot of time curbing her inner drama queen. Someone had to before she ended up like my sister. 

“We would like to perform in the Battle of the Bands,” Lilli said, drumming on her knees the way she always does. 

“You are performing...”

Jorge shook his head a little. “She means the six of us want to perform as a band.”

I crossed my legs and put my chin on my hand. “I see. Tell me more.”

Lilli sat up a little bit straighter and pointed at Jorge. “We would like to compete as part of the Martindale Nightingales and as our own band, Genius Environment and The Pimp.”

I had to bite my tongue so I didn’t ask who the pimp was. 

Jorge jumped in before I could react. “We practice every day in my garage. My neighbors don’t mind because we don’t sing and they think our music is nice and doesn’t hurt their ears.”

I laughed happily and held my hands out. “I would have to agree with them there. You all make lovely music together. Tell me who plays what.”

Lillianna spoke up again. “I play drum set, Jorge is on the keyboard, Bobby is on guitar, Emerio on sax, Jackie on trumpet, and Tecla.”

“What does Tecla play?” I asked, curiosity getting the better of me. 

“She’s our Jack of All Trades on woodwind. Whatever we need, she plays.”

I nodded as I was thinking about what they were telling me. “It sounds like you have a nice representation of instruments. What kind of music do you play?”

“Jazz,” Jorge said quickly. “The real stuff, the old stuff, the good stuff.”

I bit the inside of my lip to keep from smiling. He sounded like a ninety-year-old man. “Do you have a piece in mind to play?”

“Beauty and the Beast,” Jackie said immediately. “The trumpet in the song is sick.”

I gave her a high five. “So is the sax, and piano, but it’s a big undertaking; don’t you think?”

They all shook their heads and shrugged their shoulders. “We’ve been practicing it for weeks. We were hoping we could play it for you. There are a few syncopated rhythms I could benefit from your help,” Lilli explained.

Agreeing to help them with this could cause some real problems for me, but I did want to hear how they played such a difficult piece. “As much as I want to hear you play this, I have some concerns. If I agree to let you enter the competition as a band, I may end up with other band members who want to do the same, or who are upset they weren’t asked.”

Lillianna shook her head. “We’ve talked to everyone about it already. They agreed we should be the ones to fi-” She stopped speaking when she got a cross look from Bobby.

“What’s the real reason you’re doing this? I’ve been a teacher for a long time and there’s something more than just wanting to play in the competition.”

Lillianna sighed heavily, but Jorge cleared his throat and shook his head when they all looked to him. 

“I want to hear you play, but we aren’t going anywhere until you tell me what this is all about. Is someone talking trash about us again?”

“The King,” Jorge admitted. “He said you couldn’t direct a band if your life depended on it.”

I rolled my eyes and laughed. “Do you believe him?”

Lillianna shook her head. “No, but he shouldn’t say those things.”

“No, he shouldn’t, but if we know it’s not true then it doesn’t matter what he thinks. You don’t have to defend my honor. I can carry my own weight.”

“We know,” Jorge said as they all spent a lot of time inspecting their shoes. 

“So, why won’t any of you look at me? What else was said?”

Jackie looked up with fire in her eyes. “A couple of the kids from Little Ivywood said we suck and could never beat them in the battle of the bands. I want to prove them wrong!”

Why wasn’t I surprised? 

“This is simple kids. The students from Little Ivywood are following the direction of their band teacher. Do you understand what I mean?”

They shook their heads no and fidgeted with their hands. “If I spent a good part of our practice time telling you how bad the other bands are and how we can beat them in the competition with one hand tied behind our back, would my words change how you approach the competition? Would it make you boastful?”

Bobby spoke up first. “I think so?”

I laughed a little at his confusion. “The answer is yes, it would make you more confident because I would be telling you day in and day out how bad the other bands are, and how good you are.”

“But wait,” Jackie said, “he’s not telling them how good they are. He’s telling them how bad we are.”

I held up my finger. “Exactly, so what if I told you every day how bad the Little Ivywood band is. What would you start to think?”

“That we’re better than they are,” Jorge said immediately. 

I held my hands out and saw the light come on in their eyes. 

Emerio sat on his hands and swung his legs under the chair. “He shouldn’t tell the kids they’re so good they don’t need to practice. If they don’t practice they could embarrass themselves at the competition.”

“It’s a real possibility, Emerio, but it’s also not right for him to treat people rudely.”

“You don’t,” Lillianna said. “You never say anything about the other bands competing. You always say all we can do is our best and if we do our best, then we’re winners.”

I smiled at her, happy to hear my lessons stayed with them. “You’re right, and it’s true, which is why I don’t want you to go out there and try to ‘prove’ something to those kids and The King. If that’s the reason you’re doing it, then you’re going to fail.” 

“At first, we were doing it to stick it to him,” Bobby admitted, “but not anymore.”

“What changed?” I asked, enjoying the conversation with these young prodigies who still needed guidance in other aspects of life.

“We love music, Ms. Dalton, and we forgot we were supposed to be angry once we started playing.”

I grinned and gave him a fist bump. “That’s good to hear, because in the end, the competition isn’t a competition. Do you all understand what I mean?”

They all nodded in unison, most of their faces pink tinged with embarrassment. “We know it’s a fundraiser for us, and it’s all in good fun, but Little Ivywood doesn’t seem to grasp how to have fun,” Jackie pointed out. 

“I can’t argue with you there, but there’s one word which comes to my mind while we sit here talking. Integrity. If you perform as part of a team, play your hearts out, know your parts, and enjoy the magic of the music, then it doesn’t matter who wins or loses. You don’t have to be the best; you only need to do your best. Then, trophy or no trophy, you’ve won.”

“We want to do our best, and we think Beauty and the Beast is our best piece,” Lillianna said.

I held up my hand. “Okay, before I commit to helping you I want to hear you run it. Bobby, are you comfortable on the bass guitar?”

He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

“I would love to hear it then!” Jorge did a fist pump and Lillianna looked relieved. “You thought I would say no?” I asked and a few of them nodded. 

Emerio squirmed in his seat. At the age of twelve, he was already a jazz saxophonist unlike any I have ever taught. “We didn’t want to ask you to stay any longer and practice with us.”

“Pfftt, you know me; I love to practice.” I winked at them and they all burst into giggles. Considering on any given day you can hear me yelling, ‘Remember to practice’ all the way down the hall, they knew I wouldn’t have a problem with it. “The problem is going to be finding practice time. We’re already going hard core for the main band and you’ll need a break before you can start again.”

Jorge tapped his finger on his chin. “Maḿa wouldn’t care if we practiced at the house in the evenings or mornings. Would a schedule like that work?”

I thought about it, but didn’t like the idea of making more trips back and forth to Martindale every day. I was bringing Brutus with me, but he wasn’t going to be happy with more car time. 

“What if we scratch each other’s back?” I asked and they all looked at each other confused. “Do you know what I mean?”

Jorge nodded eagerly. “It means you help us and in return, we help you.”

“Bingo,” I said tapping my nose. “I’ll help you guys with practice if you’ll help me with getting the room cleaned up and music put in order.”

They all nodded agreement and Emerio raised his hand slightly. “If I do extra work will you help me fix my sax? It isn’t playing right.”

I felt my face scrunch up at his words as if I had licked a lemon. “What’s wrong with it?” 

He shrugged. “I don’t know, but something is. Maḿa said we can’t afford to send it in to get fixed right now.”

A person might think this was a rare occurrence, but the truth is, instrument repair is expensive and when you’re going to a music academy on a scholarship, which a lot of our kids are, they don’t always have the best socioeconomic status. Sometimes I need to be the repair shop, too. 

“I understand, Emerio, and maybe it’s a simple fix. If you leave it with me, I’ll get it up and running by practice tomorrow. Are you all going to practice today?” I asked.

“We planned on it,” Jorge said. “We’re going to my house when we’re done here.”

I stood and went to the lockers on the back wall, pulling out an alto sax and setting it by Emerio’s feet. “Use this one for today. I’ll check it out to you. If I do need more time with your sax, you have one to play.”

He gave me a thousand-watt smile, which also held a heavy amount of thankfulness behind it. “Thanks, Ms. Dalton.”

“No problem, Emerio. Now, in regards to practice, can you all come an hour early to the group practice?”

“We can do that,” Jorge said. “We usually practice in the morning anyway, so if we come here to do it then we’ll be warmed up for regular band practice.”

“My thoughts exactly, kids. We have two weeks until the competition, but if you’re where I hope you are with the piece we should be okay.”

“What about helping you with the room?” Jackie reminded me. 

“Oh right, the room. I usually work on it right before school starts, so we can arrange a time to meet here in August.”

I stood and patted Brutus who had lumbered to his feet. “It’s late already, so why don’t we plan to meet here tomorrow morning at eleven. I’ll need some time to look at Emerio’s sax.”

They agreed and left the room excitedly, already chatting about how cool it was going to be performing as a small group. I opened the case on the broken-down sax and pulled the instrument out. I turned it around in my hands, the dents and dings of an old instrument staring me in the face. A short inspection showed me the instrument needed new pads and some major bodywork. The instrument wasn’t expensive to begin with and putting any more money into it was going to be useless. I sighed heavily and set it back in the case, trying to decide what I could do to make it playable quickly, or if he needed to use the school sax for the competition. As much as I don’t care about winning, I know the kids want to do their best, and this instrument might hamper their effort. 

My phone rang and I picked it up, seeing Tabitha’s number on the read out. 

“Hey, Sis, what’s up?” I asked, still distracted by the saxophone. 

“I was wondering if I could borrow some money,” she answered without any precursor.

“How much do you need?”

“I need about twenty grand, but whatever you could lend me would be great.”

Twenty grand? What does she think I do for a living?

“I don’t have twenty grand, Tabby,” I laughed, unable to hold it in. “Are you serious about this?” I waited and it was a few seconds before she responded.

“Yes, I’m serious. I want to invest in a business, but I need some cash upfront to get in on the deal.”

“I don’t know why you would think I have thousands of dollars,” I said again and then it hit me, Mabel. “Ohhh, you think I have all kinds of cash from Mabel.”

“You did get the most of any of us, even Daddy didn’t get as much as you did,” she said in a snippy tone.

I bit my tongue to keep from asking her if she was five. It drove me nuts how she called him Daddy even though she was a grown woman. “While she did leave me cash, I can’t access any of it until Brutus is gone. Otherwise, I get a thousand a month to care for Brutus and take care of the house. The only way I can get more is if there is an emergency repair and then I have to submit an estimate.”

“Until Brutus is dead,” she repeated and I wasn’t entirely sure if she was suggesting something untoward. 

“Listen, Tab, I can’t help you. It’s not that I don’t want to, but I can’t. You know after the divorce I had no cash and I’m only getting everything paid off now. Why don’t you sell the family jewels Mabel left you? She never held any attachment to them.”

She made a sarcastic sound and I knew her next words would be venom filled. “Daddy said I can’t. He said they’re the family jewels and if I don’t want them, I should give them to him. What the hell good are they to me if I can’t sell them?”

Oh, I don’t know, family heirlooms to pass down to your children, just a thought, but I didn’t say it to her. 

“Why don’t you ask dad to pay you for the jewelry. If he buys them from you then they stay in the family and you have your cash.”

“I don’t think he has enough to cover it,” she said defeated. “The jewels are worth almost one hundred thousand dollars.”

I whistled. “Wow, well I can see why you want to sell them, but I don’t have the cash either. Maybe what’s his name does?” ‘What’s his name’ was the name I had given her last boyfriend. He was so uninteresting I could never remember his name. 

“I dumped him. He had about as much knowledge as a mouse.”

I giggled almost uncontrollably. “Glad you finally came to your senses.”

“You’re not going to help me, are you?” she asked, her usual drama queen tone lacing the words.

“It’s not that I don’t want to help you, but I can’t. I don’t have the cash right now. What kind of business is it?”

“Doesn’t matter. If you can’t help me, I need to make some more phone calls. Bye, Cinn.”

The line went dead and I held the phone out to see the home screen. What is wrong with her? Did she think I had access to the money Mabel left me? Apparently she did, but to ask to borrow it was gutsy, especially considering I knew I would never see it again. Tabitha was great at ‘borrowing’, but sucked at the actual paying you back part. 

I collected my things and Emerio’s sax then shut off the lights in the band room. “Come on, Brutus, I’ve had enough of this place for the day.”

Brutus walked beside me, matching my steps exactly, as though he knew how draining those conversations with the Drama Queen are. I rubbed his head with my free hand, his silky fur soft on my hand. “She can think whatever she wants, buddy, but you’re here to stay. She’d better get used to it.”

Chapter Seven
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I hadn’t been home more than thirty minutes when there was a knock on the door. I set the computer aside and stood, wondering who would be on my doorstep at two o’clock in the afternoon. Probably some religious group trying to convince me the world was ending and I had better join their church and repent. When I reached the front door, I stopped and peeked under the curtain on the door’s window, my hand on the doorknob. What was he doing here? 

The way my heart picked up its pace at the sight of him made me rethink opening the door. What was going on and why did only the sight of him do this to me?

He raised his hand and waved a little and my hand automatically turned the knob, opening the door so we were face-to-face. 

“Hi, Foster,” I said, leaning on the door. 

He bounced back and forth between his feet. “Hi, Cinn. I hope I’m not interrupting your day.”

I stood back and motioned for him to come in. “Not at all. I was looking on Craigslist. Do you want to come in?”

He nodded and stepped through the door, immediately knocked to his butt by an exuberant Brutus. 

“Brutus! You have to stop jumping on people!” I scolded him, but he was too busy snuffling Foster’s face.

Foster pushed the dog off him and sat up, giving him a hug around the neck before standing and brushing himself off. “It’s okay, he’s just excitable.”

“It’s not okay, Foster. He doesn’t do it to anyone else.” I shook my head at the dog who was sitting primly now as though he was an angel with no bad habits.

“He knows he can play rough with me. As a vet, I try to keep my patients happy by letting them express their happiness to see me any way they would like. That way, when I have to see them in the clinic they know I’m a friend and not foe.”

“I see. I guess it’s the same as when I develop a relationship with a student by knowing what their favorite music is or favorite composer, and making sure I use their favorite as a form of persuasion.”

He smiled. “I guess we are both manipulators in our own way.”

“You’re here awfully early in the day. What’s up?” I asked, and he looked anywhere but at me, as we stood in the living room. 

“Well, ummm, you didn’t show up to the pet class last night and I got worried. I texted you, but didn’t get a response, so I thought I should come over and check on you.”

My heart sank. I completely forgot he had signed me up for the class. I reached out and took his hand, giving it a squeeze. 

“I’m so sorry, Foster. I completely spaced it out. It was my fault. I didn’t put it into my phone. I went to bed early because I was exhausted, but I never got a text from you. I’m sorry for worrying you.”

He held up his other hand. “No apology needed, Cinn. You don’t owe me anything.” He shrugged noncommittally. “Something told me you need someone to check on you sometimes.”

I frowned. What was telling him I can’t take care of myself? He looked so upset I honestly felt like maybe he knew how sick I can get. 

“Would it be okay if I give you a hug?” I asked him, wondering what possessed me to ask it.

When he nodded, I stuck my hands under his arms and hugged his back, laying my head on his chest. His heart was pounding and I wondered if it was from the worry, or the hug. His arms tentatively came up around my back and he crushed me to him, his cheek resting on the top of my head. I didn’t pull away from the hug right away, rather holding him and listening as his heartbeat slowed. 

“I don’t know why you make me feel safe and happy when we’re together,” I whispered, feeling his arms tighten against me. 

“I don’t know why you’re never far from my thoughts, or why I feel the need to protect you the way I do. All I know is how good it feels to be with you.”

I don’t think he understood how hard it was for me to end the hug and stand in front of him, holding his hands. There was a charged silence between us as we stood there. It seemed we both had something to say, but we were too afraid to say it. Instead, we used the time to hold each other’s eyes, attempting to figure out what we could see in them. 

He motioned at the sax on the coffee table. “I’m sorry if I interrupted your practicing.”

I turned and picked up the instrument. “Oh, no, I wasn’t practicing. This horn belongs to one of my students. I hoped I could fix it, but there’s no saving it. The cost of trying to repair it would cost the same as buying a good used horn. I don’t want to put a whole new set of pads on this only to still have a badly damaged horn.”

“Shouldn’t the student’s parents worry about new instruments?” 

I laid the horn back on the coffee table and sighed. “This particular student has a single mother who works hard to keep the rent paid and food on the table. He’s at Martindale on a scholarship, and he has no resources for a new horn.”

“What are you going to do? Is there a school instrument he can play?”

“He has the only loaner we have right now. Our school doesn’t have a lot of rental instruments.”

He held up his finger. “But you said you would use the money from taking care of the dog park to buy instruments.”

I nodded. “I did, but I meant I would use the money to buy the percussion instruments the school keeps like the timpani drums and xylophones. If a student needs a new instrument I usually buy it out of my own pocket and give it to them if I can’t fix their old one.”

“Oh, I see,” he said frowning. “It’s sad how these kids are so talented, but don’t have the means to get a decent instrument to help them in their career.”

“I spend as much time hunting down quality instruments at reasonable prices as I do teaching, but it’s worth it when the kids succeed and get into great colleges because of the effort I put in to help them early in their education.”

He pointed at the sax again. “What do you do now?”

“I have a line on a sax in Maplewood, but I have to drive there and play it to see if it’s in as good shape as they claim. It’s a 1970 Conn-Selmer professional jazz sax.”

“I don’t know what that means, but it does sound expensive,” he admitted. 

I laughed, picking up my laptop and showing him the image. “Usually they’re untouchable to buy new, but the saxophonist passed away and his kids want to unload it. They know five hundred is a ridiculously low price for it, but they want someone to play it again.”

“I guess you better take a trip to Maplewood.”

I nodded, my eyes darting to the left where a bag sat on a table.

His eyes followed mine and then he pointed at the pink bag with a stork on the front. “I’m sorry, do you have plans? I didn’t mean to keep you.”

I put my hand on his arm as he turned to leave. “I don’t have plans. The bag is a baby gift for my ex-husband’s new daughter.”

He cleared his throat and rocked back on his heels a little. “You’re giving a gift to your ex-husband’s baby?”

“Mabel always said I was too nice,” I answered and he tried to hide his smile a little, considering Mabel was rarely nice. “Actually, Josh and I never should have married. We were best friends in high school and I guess we thought it would be enough for a marriage. It wasn’t, and it ended, but we’re still friends. I wish him no ill will and I’m thrilled he has found the woman who makes him happy. I don’t see them much anymore since they live in Maplewood now. I’ve been meaning to get down there since the day of Mabel’s funeral, but haven’t had a spare minute.”

“But now you have a reason to go there, so I’ll let you get on your way.” He smiled and I motioned toward the driveway. 

“Do you want to ride along or do you need to go back to work?”

“I would love to ride along, but are you taking Brutus?” he asked, the dog rubbing his head on Foster’s leg. 

“He’s not going to be happy if I do. Maybe I should try leaving him home. We should be back by six if we don’t stay long at Josh’s house.”

He rubbed Brutus’s head and held up a finger. “Why don’t we drop him off at the shelter on our way out of town? Poopsie is there and they can hang together in the backroom. Our volunteers will be there until eight, so they won’t be alone.”

I put a hand to my chest. “I like your plan better and look,” I said pointing at the dog who was already sitting by the door, “I think he heard you say his girlfriend’s name.”

Foster laughed and crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ll let you drive over with him and I’ll take my car back over there, too. When we get back, you can pick him up and bring him home.”

I locked the front door and grabbed the gift bag off the table along with my purse and phone. I was ready to head out the door when I remembered we would be gone for a long time and I hadn’t had much to eat today. I held up my key. “Would you go put him in my car? I gotta grab something quickly.”

He took the key in his hand and agreed, snapping Brutus’s leash on him and closing the door behind him as they walked to the car. I opened the fridge and grabbed two bottles of water and an Ensure drink, dumping it all in an insulated lunch bag. 

As I walked to my car, I wondered how come I acted so spontaneously around him. I sank into the car seat and set the other items in the back before starting the car and waving as he pulled away. I had to be careful or his blue eyes were going to be the death of me, quite possibly, literally. 
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I reached forward and snapped the radio off, my eyes glancing his way every so often as we drove in agonizing silence. He hadn’t said much of anything since we left Josh’s house after he mistakenly took us as a couple. It was one hundred percent awkward and now I’m wondering if I made it worse by not denying it, choosing to go along with it, and let them think whatever they wanted. I saw a small park up ahead and pulled into the parking area, shutting the engine off. 

“I don’t think this is where you’re going to find a sax,” he said after looking around the tree-lined drive which ended at a playset for children. There was a small bandstand where they probably held music in the park one night a week. 

I cracked the door open and stuck one foot out. “I know, but I wanted to stretch my legs. I thought you might, too.”

Without waiting for an answer, I got out of the car and closed the door, standing by the hood while I waited for him to decide if he wanted to get out. After a long minute of indecision, his door opened and he climbed out, his face unreadable. We walked the short distance to the playground and each took a seat on a swing, letting the breeze push us forward and back gently. 

“I’m sorry if being at Josh’s with me was awkward for you, Foster.”

He didn’t say anything, just kept swinging without making eye contact. I had no idea what to say to him, but I could tell he was upset about what went down at Josh’s house. Thinking about it now, maybe I held his hand too much when I wasn’t holding the baby. Maybe I shouldn’t have brought him with me at all. I suppose the idea I was once married to Josh, and I’m still friends with him, made him feel like a third wheel, more so because I may have been acting too friendly to Foster. 

“I’m sorry for upsetting you,” I finally said, since he clearly wasn’t going to say anything.

He stood up from the swing and let the chain go. “I’m too fat for these swings.” 

He turned and walked toward a fake pirate ship made of wood which sat in the middle of the park. I was impressed by the cloth sails and lookout nest with built in binoculars. It distracted me for a moment and when I looked back Foster sat on the edge of the ship and swung his legs. I sat next to him and turned, putting my hand on his arm. “Don’t do that.”

“Do what?” he asked confused.

“Insult yourself by saying you’re fat.”

“It’s not an insult if it’s true.”

I sat there and tried to process not so much what he was saying, but why he was saying it. My mind ran back through the time we spent at Josh’s and it hit me. 

“What is this about? Is it because of how Josh looks?” I asked, refusing to let go of his arm so he could turn away from me. 

“Did you see him? He’s ripped,” he pointed out, his shoulders defeated.

I shook my head a little bit. If he only knew the truth about Josh. I had to figure out a way to tell him without telling him about me. 

“Josh has always been a gym rat. When we were friends in high school, it didn’t bother me, because we didn’t live together. Once we got married, he spent most his time at the gym and it became a big sticking point for us. The gym was more important to him than I was.”

His eyes bore into mine as though they would reveal if what I said was the truth or a well-fabricated lie. I wanted him to believe what I was telling him, but I didn’t want to reveal too much at the same time. “I find it hard to believe he would rather be at the gym than at home with you.”

I tipped my head to the left. “It’s true, Foster. We were best friends in high school, but I sat in the bleachers with the band while he was the one on the field. It worked in high school, but not in a marriage. Don’t get me wrong; Josh is a great guy, but not for me. What he has in brawn, he doesn’t have in brains, if you get my drift. It’s hard as a teacher to be married to someone who can’t carry on a basic conversation about anything other than sports or the gym.”

“Did you divorce him?” he asked, relaxing a little more as we talked. 

“No, I didn’t divorce him. He divorced me, at one of the worst times of my life, but it’s all water under the bridge. I’ve stayed friends with him because I don’t like holding grudges or being the only one to live with anger about a situation I can’t change. He’s happy now, and I wouldn’t want anything else for him.”

“Mabel always called him a buffoon, but she called a lot of people buffoons, so I didn’t know if I should believe her.”

I laughed, tossing my head back and pushing my hair out of the way at the same time. “She never liked him. She swore he took steroids to get a body like his. He didn’t, but she decided he did and therefore she refused to like him.”

“You’re saying you like a guy with a brain more than muscles?” he asked, looking away from my face when he asked.

“Here’s the thing, Foster, muscles aren’t going to be around forever, but your brain is. Eventually we all get old and those muscles fade away and our youthful glow becomes middle aged and then retirement and beyond. I find a well-read, educated man sexier than a gym rat any day of the week.”

He blew out a breath and folded his hands on his leg. “I’m sorry for acting childish. I don’t know what came over me. Jealousy, I suppose, which was silly considering he’s now remarried, but truthfully?” He paused and looked me in the eye.

I nodded and took his hand. “Tell me what you’re truly thinking.”

“I’m thinking I wish you hadn’t been lying to Josh about us. I wish we were a couple.” He stood and brushed off his shorts. “We better go and look at the horn.”

I jumped off the ship and scurried to catch up with him. I grabbed his arm and he slowed his steps a bit. “You can’t say something like that and then walk away,” I said, walking alongside him until he stopped and turned back to me. 

“What’s the point, Cinn? I’m me and you’re you, and while I have a mammoth crush on you, that doesn’t mean you feel the same about me. When you didn’t deny his assumption, it hurt even more. You let him believe we were a couple when we weren’t, and I felt used because I would like nothing more.”

I saw the truth in his eyes as he spoke and saw how hurt he felt by my actions, or lack thereof. “I’m sorry, Foster. It was wrong to let them think we were together. I didn’t deny it because I always feel so––” I held my hands out and tried to come up with the right words. I rubbed my fingers against my thumbs until I thought of the correct words. “I feel comfortable, happy, safe, and cared about when I’m with you. I haven’t felt those things with a man ever in my life. Not even Josh made me feel the way you do. I know it was wrong of me not to set Josh straight, but at the same time, I enjoyed the idea of us being a couple.”

“You did?” he asked, as I took his hand in mine.

“I did. Honestly, I have never met anyone like you before, Foster. When we’re together, you make me happy and I laugh a lot. When we aren’t together, I’m usually thinking about texting you a funny story, or wishing you were at the dog park so I had a reason to see you.”

He smiled at me in the tender way he does, and it made me feel like I was the only one he had ever shared his smile with. “You don’t need a reason to see me. There’s a reason I’m always showing up at your house; I can’t stop myself from finding you. Does that make me look desperate?”

I reached up and touched his face with my palm, smiling when he did the same with his hand. “It doesn’t make you look desperate. In this day and age, with Tinder and Kik, it’s nice to get to know someone face-to-face instead of across a screen. I enjoy our time together, which is why I invited you with me today. I want to spend time with you and get to know you in the way Mabel helped you know me.”

He pulled me to him until we he was looking down at me, his hand caressing my cheek. “She may have told me a little bit about you, but I’m enjoying getting to know you in a whole different way. I want to know how you taste, and I’m going to kiss you right now.”

I let my eyes close as his lips touched mine in a tentative exploration of trust. When I reacted by wrapping my arms around his neck, he turned up the heat. Either he was a practiced kisser, or he came by it naturally, but either way, I was going to want a whole lot more of it in my life. I refused to let myself think of a time other than where we were right at this minute, because if I did, I would have ended the kiss and run in the other direction. Getting involved with another man who had the potential to hurt me the way Josh did, was a mistake. I couldn’t make the same mistake again, physically or financially, but more than that, it wasn’t a mistake my heart could recover from again.

Chapter Eight
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We were almost home and I knew I hadn’t had enough water today, so I motioned to the thermal pack by his feet. “Would you grab me a bottle of water? There’s one in there for you, too, if you’d like one.”

He pulled out a water bottle for each of us from the thermal bag and handed me one after he cracked open the lid for me as I drove. He pulled out the other bottle and I almost ran the car into the ditch. I forgot the bottle of Ensure was in the bag when I asked him to open it. Now I was going to have to answer a whole bunch of questions. 

He held it out to me. “Are you hungry, too?”

I shook my head and focused on the road so I didn’t have to look at him. He put the bottle back in the bag and closed it, sipping on his own bottle of water. I couldn’t believe I was going to get away so easy with him, but I didn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. 

“I can’t believe you got the sax for that price,” he said, pointing at the instrument in the backseat. 

I laughed, relieved he had changed the subject. “I can’t either. A professional Conn-Selmer would sell for nearly fifteen grand right now.”

He started to choke on his water and pounded his chest until he could speak again. “Are you kidding me?”

I shook my head. “Wish I was, but honestly, it’s a low end professional instrument. They can go for twenty-five thousand or more for a sax, and the other more complicated instruments are even more. You see why it’s so hard for these parents to afford a quality instrument for their child?”

“Don’t you have a whole boatload of instruments? Mabel always said you did, anyway.”

I shook with laughter, carefully so I didn’t choke on my own water. “I have a lot of instruments, and yes they are expensive, which is why I have a climate controlled box they live in when I’m not playing them.”

“Seriously?” he asked, and I knew it was because he wasn’t sure if they even made such a thing.

“It’s true. Obviously, my brass horns are fine in their cases, but my wood instruments need to be kept at the proper humidity and temperature.”

“Brass instruments are the metal ones, right? Like the saxophone and the flute?”

“Close,” I answered. “Actually, the saxophone, flute, and piccolo are woodwind instruments.”

“But they’re metal,” he insisted and I nodded. 

“They are, but technically you use wind to play the instrument. You’re blowing across the open holes, which produces the sound. Also, you use a wood reed for the saxophone.”

He shook his head a little bit. “So, whoever thought these instruments up gets a good laugh when us nonmusical people get confused.”

I laughed because I hadn’t enjoyed myself this much in a long time. “I suppose you’re right. I’m only telling you this because saxophonists don’t like being lumped in as part of the brass family. Watch your back with Emerio, man, he can be scary with his knowledge of what instruments go in what family.”

He grinned and crossed his arms. “I’ll keep it in mind if I ever meet him.” He turned a little in his seat. “You were saying something about the proper humidity?

“Oh, yeah, sorry, got off on a tangent there. You should probably get used to me doing that.” I looked over at him and he was grinning as if to say he hoped he hung around long enough to get used to it. “Anyway, as I was saying, if you leave it to chance, the wood can swell, dry out, or crack. The instruments are too expensive to allow that to happen. When I was in high school, my dad helped me make a case for them. We used a wooden humidor for cigars and my dad made shelving for the horns instead of the shelves it came with. It works great and I never have to worry.” He smiled and I smiled back. “What’s so funny?” I asked. 

“Nothing is funny. I’m enjoying learning more about what you do and who you are. I don’t think there are too many high school kids who would retrofit a humidor for their instruments.”

“Are you calling me a dork or a geek?” I asked, weighing both hands before putting my hands back on the wheel.

“I’m not calling you either, not after I heard you play back there. I’m calling you crazy talented at what you do.”

I could feel my cheeks heating up with embarrassment even though it felt good to hear those words from someone besides my students. When we arrived at the house to look at the instrument I was explaining why I needed one on such short notice and what I planned to do with it. While I was inspecting the horn, the owner must have had a text conversation with his sisters. When he came back into the room, they told me the price of the horn had changed. I felt my shoulders deflate with disappointment, because the horn was in stunning condition for being over forty years old, and Emerio could have played it tomorrow without a tweak to it. I told them I understood and handed it back to them, knowing the original five hundred was going to be a stretch for me to do. They handed it back to me and asked me to play a song for them on it. 

I shook my head and brushed my hand at Foster, forcing my mind back to the present. “It was only a little snippet of John Coltrane.”

“It sounded like a whole lot more than a ‘little John Coltrane’,” he said using quotation marks around it. 

“All I know is I can’t believe they gave it to me for the price of a song and a dedication to their father at our next concert.”

“I don’t think that’s why they gave it to you,” he said, smiling. “I think they gave it to you because they could feel your passion when you held the horn in your hands. You almost vibrated with excitement. They know their dad would want someone like your student playing his instrument. Music lovers stick together, I’m learning, and if they could do something as simple as providing a child with an instrument, by God, that’s what they were going to do.”

I looked over at him and smiled, his words like a song in my heart. “I appreciate you saying that. I am passionate about my music and my kids, and a lot of people can’t or don’t want to understand that. My job is less of a job and more of a lifestyle. I plan to have their whole family front and center at the Battle of the Bands when Emerio plays their dad’s saxophone in their jazz ensemble. I want them to know the spirit of their father is alive every time Emerio plays it.” I was grinning as I drove, the day having filled my heart with so much happiness. What started out as another day of keeping instruments working and playing turned into an adventure with someone who cares about me and wants to spend time together. “I’m incredibly happy right now,” I said, the miles flying by as we talked. “I hope you know you’re the reason why. I enjoy spending time with you in a comfortable, easy-going way like this.”

He took my hand off the steering wheel for barely a second and held it to his chest. “I want to believe your words with everything in me, Cinn.” He kissed my knuckles and it was an act of tenderness which made me want to crumble into tears. It’s been too long since anyone has shown me any kind of affection.

His phone started to ring and he let go of my hand to pull it out of the case and answer it. I could hear the voice on the other end of the line and it sounded frantic. I instinctively pushed down the accelerator as I listened to the conversation. He was firing questions quickly at the woman on the line. 

“We’ll be there in ten minutes. Hang an IV and bolus fluids. Take the usual blood samples and then keep her calm until I get there.” He hung up the phone and looked at me, fear in his eyes. “It’s Poopsie. The vet tech says she’s sick and doesn’t know why.”

I put my hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Foster. We’re almost there,” I assured him, turning onto the final stretch of highway leading to Little Ivywood. 

“I can’t figure out why she would be sick,” he said, his hands braced on his thighs. “She’s been at the shelter all day. Unless she got into something there, I suppose.”

“It’s hard to know sometimes, because they’re sneaky when they’re outside. Maybe she ate a mushroom or something when she was playing with Brutus. I feel terrible I took you with me now.”

He put his hand over mine on his shoulder. “Don’t feel bad, we couldn’t have predicted she would get sick, nor could we have changed it if we were there. I’ll assess her and treat her for whatever the problem may be, and she’ll be fine.”

He tried to give me a reassuring smile, but I could tell he wasn’t as confident about her condition as he let on. It motivated me to push the little car to its limit to get him to the shelter before it was too late.
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I sat on Mabel’s old couch in the back room of the shelter with Brutus, waiting to hear from Foster. I hadn’t seen him since he ran into the building an hour ago. However, I didn’t want to leave without finding out how Poopsie was faring, so Brutus and I stayed. I cleaned the new saxophone and got it ready for Emerio tomorrow while I waited for word. I was getting more nervous the longer it took. 

I rubbed Brutus’s head and chin, holding his face near mine. “What happened, Buddy? Did you and Poopsie get into something you shouldn’t have?”

“They sure did, antifreeze,” Foster said from the doorway.

I looked up surprised, and then stood. “I don’t know a lot about dogs, but I do know antifreeze is deadly to them.”

He came in the door and his shoulders slumped, exhaustion and worry written all over his face. “In most cases antifreeze poisoning is deadly, but we caught it in time for Poopsie and she will be okay after some fluids, rest, and care for her kidneys. I suspected it when I assessed her before the blood work came back, so I treated it as such. She’s already showing improvement.”

I pushed the saxophone case out of the way and went to him, putting my arms around his chest. “I’m so glad to hear that. I’ve been worried. It must be horrible for you to have to treat her knowing what could have happened. How do you think she got into antifreeze?”

He laid his cheek on my head and accepted the hug, putting his arms around me the same way as I did him. “There are a hundred ways she could have taken a lick of it. They took Brutus and Poopsie to the dog park, so she probably licked something on the way over or back in the parking lot.”

He let me go and I did the same, stepping back. He knelt on one knee and took Brutus’s face in his hands, turning his head one way and then the other, lifting the dog’s jowls. “Down Brutus,” he commanded and my dog lay down and rolled over. Foster rubbed and prodded Brutus’s belly and sides until he was satisfied. He stood and brushed his hands off. “Brutus seems fine, but if he starts displaying symptoms like excessive salivating––” I tried to hold back a laugh and he grinned. “Let me rephrase my sentence. If he’s lying in a puddle of saliva, urinates excessively, or acts drunk, bring him in immediately.”

“If he got into it too, wouldn’t he be sick already?” I asked, hugging the dog’s head with one arm, worried for Poopsie and now Brutus.

“Not necessarily. Brutus weighs eight times more than Poopsie and it might take longer to metabolize or he might need to ingest more than one lick of it. Keep an eye on him tonight and if he’s fine by morning then he didn’t get into whatever it was.”

I nodded. “Okay, I’ll keep a close eye on him tonight.” I looked at my watch and it was nearly seven. “Will Poopsie have to stay overnight here?” I asked.

“She’s in the sick bay and I have her lightly sedated so she doesn’t chew out the IV. She will stay there tonight and I’m sure by morning she will be back to herself for the most part. I’ll have to watch her over the next week and recheck labs to make sure she’s excreting it from her system and her kidneys don’t shut down. However, I’m confident she’s out of the woods and will be fine.”

I rocked back on my heels. “Good, well, I should take Brutus and get out of your hair. Can I get you anything from home and bring it back? I’m assuming you’re staying here tonight.”

He looked conflicted as he stuck his hands in his pants pockets. “I stay here every night, Cinn,” he said. “I live here.”

“You live here?” I asked, pointing at the floor.

He pointed at the ceiling. “I live in the apartment upstairs. It’s not much, but it’s free and since I’m here all the time, it makes sense to have a room. It’s small, but since I’m hardly there I don’t mind.”

“Foster, you don’t have to be embarrassed about living here. I think it’s great. Heck, you should have seen my apartment before I moved into Mabel’s house. Brutus would have filled up the living room in its entirety. Maybe someday you can show me your apartment?” 

He grinned, his earlier discomfort gone from his face. “I would love to. I’m rather fond of the place, even if I don’t have much space. Mabel paid to have the apartment remodeled and furnished. She said the director and vet should live onsite as part of the benefits, as an incentive to hold onto a good director. I appreciated she could see the importance of a steady hand at the helm, but was surprised as all get out when the room was finished. Well, anyway, I should let you go. I’m sure you’re starving by now.”

I shook my head a little. “I drank my Ensure while you were with Poopsie. I have a hard time keeping my weight up if I don’t supplement it with protein shakes,” I explained, trying to gloss over it.

He slipped his hand under my hair and cupped my cheek. “You don’t have to explain, Cinn. I want to get to know you, including learning about your stomach issues and how to keep them at bay. I hope you know I care about you and don’t want to do anything to contribute to you being ill.”

I nodded a little and he bent down, kissing me softly. It was a short kiss, but it felt sweet at the end of the day. When his lips lifted from mine they were bereft from the loss of his heat and the sweetness his lips held. 

“I should go,” I said again, my eyes telling him how much I wanted to stay. If it were any other night than tonight, I might have thrown caution to the wind and stayed, but tonight he had other priorities.

“Let me walk you out to the car. It’s late and the parking lot doesn’t have great lighting.”

He picked up the saxophone as I snapped the leash on Brutus. We walked hand-in-hand to the car and he put the horn in the backseat again while I put Brutus in the front passenger seat. 

He opened my door for me and I sat down, looking up at him where he leaned on the door. “Thanks for sharing the day with me, Cinn.”

I smiled at him, a natural reaction to the smile he always wore on his face. “I should be thanking you for coming to check on me earlier. Don’t be afraid to call or text me, okay? Keep me posted on Poopsie, too. I have band practice from eleven to two tomorrow, but would it be okay if we come to see you and Poopsie when we get back?” 

He leaned down into the car and kissed my lips again. “I’m sorry, your lips are like a drug mine need.”

I put my hand to my lips and shook my head slightly. “Don’t apologize. I’m rather fond of your kisses.”

He kissed them again to prove his point, and reminded me I wasn’t the only one feeling this way. 

“Poopsie and I will be here tomorrow. Say, I was going to ask you about Saturday. Would you be interested in helping out at the carnival?”

“The carnival?” I asked confused. “You have to go to the carnival?”

“No, the animal shelter puts on a carnival for pet owners every year. We have all kinds of vendors who come and set up booths. We offer free micro-chipping and vaccinations at a reduced price, as well as set up spaying and neutering appointments for a drastically reduced cost.”

“That sounds cool, Foster. I think I remember Mabel talking about it, but she never made it out to be a big deal. Sounds like it is, though.”

He nodded. “We do it every year. We have it at the dog park and the parking lot next to it. This year, I’m going to be dedicating the bench for Mabel and would love for you to be there. Your whole family should come.”

“I can’t wait,” I said, pausing for a second. “What time are you going to dedicate the bench?”

“Right away at nine a.m. I want to make sure it doesn’t get lost in the shuffle of the day.”

“I’ll let Maḿa and Dad know about it. I’m sure they will be there. Can I stick around and help with anything else? Considering I don’t know much about dogs, it has to be simple.”

He laughed happily and shook his head a little bit. “You always make me laugh, and I love that. I haven’t laughed a lot in the past few years. As for what you can do, when you stop over tomorrow to check on Poopsie, I’ll have a list of simple things you can choose from.”

I pulled my other leg in the car and turned in my seat. “Great, I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon then, but I’ll probably check in with you in the morning about Poopsie.” I closed the door and rolled the windows down. I raised my hand in a wave and he did the same. As I drove away and headed toward home, all I could focus on was the feeling of his lips on mine and how much I wished things could be different.
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The band room had been quiet when I arrived and I enjoyed being in the space alone. I set up the keyboard for Jorge and made sure I had the director’s copy on my own stand. I called Emerio and his maḿa earlier and asked them to come in before practice so we could talk about his sax. They should be here any minute. Since I had been busy this morning, I sat down on my stool for a minute and texted Foster. 

“How’s our little Poopsie this morning?” I hit the send and sat, staring out the window at the trees blowing in the summer wind. Too bad it was almost one hundred degrees out there or the breeze might feel good. 

“She’s doing well. In fact, she’s almost back to her old self, and was looking for Brutus this morning.”

I smiled and typed back. “I’ll bring him around later? She’s probably not ready for the dog park, but maybe a little time with her pal will cheer her.”

“It will cheer me, too. Seeing you, not Brutus, just to be clear.”

I laughed, and sent him a smiley face. “I’ll stop over when I get back in town. It will probably be around three.”

“I’ll look forward to it, and thanks for checking on her. I hope you had a good night.”

I was going to text him back when there was a knock on the door. I turned on my stool and Emerio stood with his maḿa, Marion, the school sax resting by his feet. I motioned them in. “Hi, guys. Come on in,” I said, upbeat and ready to make their day.

Emerio set the sax case up on a table and his maḿa waved shyly. “Hi, Cinn, I see Emerio wasn’t kidding about you getting a dog,” she said, pointing at Brutus. He was now sitting up, his tail brushing the floor with excitement. 

I held my hand out to him and he came to me. “This is Brutus. He was my inheritance from my grandmother when she passed away a few weeks ago.”

“You don’t hear about an inheritance of a dog very often,” she said, holding her hand out for Brutus. “Does he bite?” 

I laughed and shook my head. “No, but he might lick you to death, right Emerio?”

He agreed, patting Brutus’s back. “He slurped Alvar’s entire arm with one swipe of his tongue, but he’s a good boy, as long as no one is playing the piccolo.”

We both laughed at the dog as he looked at us as though we were giving away all his secrets. 

“I called you here to talk about your sax,” I said and they both nodded as though they were in big trouble with the teacher. “I took it home last night with the intent to put new pads on it, but it was too old for pads to do the trick.”

Marion, Emerio’s mother, sighed. “I know he needs a new one, but I can’t afford it. Do they have payment plans on instruments anywhere?”

I nodded. “They do, but I think I came up with a better solution.”

“I can’t keep playing the school’s horn. You know how they frown upon that,” Emerio said nervously.

“I know, which is why you aren’t going to be playing the school’s horn,” I said, picking up the new sax and setting it on the table. “You’ll be playing this one.”

“Is it yours?” Marion asked.

I flipped the lid open and Emerio’s eyes opened round like saucers. “No, it’s Emerio’s. Well, it will be once he takes possession of it.” I pushed it toward him and crossed my arms. “There now it’s his.” I smiled and they looked between themselves and back to me. 

Emerio lifted the horn from the satin case and turned it over a few times, his fingers playing the keys for a song only he heard. 

“Uh, Ms. Dalton, this is an expensive saxophone,” he said, stating the obvious.

Marion looked it over twice before turning back to me. “I can’t afford that horn, payments or not. I’m sorry, Cinn.”

“I don’t think you understand what I’m saying here. There are only two payments, and those will be Emerio’s responsibility, not yours.”

“I’m confused,” she admitted and Emerio set the horn down and nodded his agreement. 

“Yesterday afternoon I jumped on Craigslist to see if there were any used horns I could pick up reasonably. I came across this one and contacted the seller. It turns out it was his dad’s sax and his dad was an employed jazz saxophonist in the 70s. They weren’t asking nearly enough for the horn and I was upfront about it, but they said they wanted it to go to someone who could use it. So, a friend and I drove down to get it. Once I explained to them I work here and the horn was for a student, they insisted I take it. The only payment they have requested is we dedicate one of our concerts to their father this coming school year.”

Both stood with their mouths open, but Marion’s was the first to move. “I can’t accept the horn, Cinn. It’s much too expensive for a boy his age. Maybe we could trade and the school could keep it and he can take the school’s old horn?” Emerio was nodding his head agreeing with his mom’s idea. 

I leaned against the stool and crossed my ankles. “Marion, your son is here because he is one of the most promising jazz saxophonists in the nation. He needs a horn to bring out the talent he throws at it. The school’s horn isn’t going to be a good horn for him, but this one will. It’s a professional saxophone and it will last him well past graduation if he treats it right. As long as he attends my program, I’ll do the upkeep on it when the pads need replacing. I’m going to get you a small humidor for inside the case as well. Thankfully, this man’s children took care of the sax and didn’t let it fall into disrepair. The least we can do is make sure we do the same.”

“What are the payments I have to make?” Emerio asked nervously. “I have some money from mowing lawns, but only enough to buy reeds and a new mouthpiece for fall.”

I dug in the case and pulled out a mouthpiece. “Now you only need reeds. It’s a new one he never played on.”

Emerio took the cover off and his hand was shaking as he looked at the stainless-steel mouthpiece. “This is like a five-hundred-dollar mouthpiece.”

“Yeah, guess you better take care of it, huh?” I asked, trying not to laugh at him. “You can break it in slowly and see what you think of it. It might take some getting used to because it’s an actual jazz mouthpiece, which will change the tone and the way you play, but I don’t think it will take you long to get the hang of it.”

His hand was shaking as he laid the mouthpiece down and I noticed tears in his eyes. “This is too much, Ms. Dalton, just too much.”

Marion hugged him with tears of gratitude in her own eyes. “I think the deal has been made, bud. I think you have to play it now.”

I stood up from the stool and rubbed his back for a minute then winked at Marion. “She’s right, the deal has been made.” I knelt so I could make eye contact with him. “Have you ever seen them carrying the Olympic torch?” I asked and he nodded. “Then you know where the saying, ‘passing the torch’ comes from, right?” He nodded again and I motioned at the sax. “Think of the sax the same way. They’ve passed the torch to you from their father, because they know you can pick it up and carry on with it. Are they right?” I asked.

He stood up straight. “Yes, I will, and I’ll take good care of it and save my money for repairs. Maybe you can show me how to change pads so I’ll know how to do it myself?”

I put my hand on his shoulder. “You can count on it, but first I want to hear you play it. I played it yesterday while I was there and it felt so good!” I laughed and he grinned, because he knows how much I love playing the best instruments available. 

“First though, you said I had to make a payment. I’ll do it, even if I have to mow nine hundred lawns.”

“You don’t have to mow lawns. Actually, for you, the payment isn’t even a hardship. All you need to do is a solo on it during the Battle of the Bands competition. His favorite jazz saxophonist was Dizzy Gillespie, and I know how much you love him.”

“I do,” he agreed. “I can play any song he’s played with a little practice.”

“Good, then I’ll let you choose, and I’ll accompany you.”

“Are they going to let him perform a solo at the battle?” Marion asked. 

“Since I’m the organizer and the fundraiser is for our school, I can do whatever I want. I’m going to ask the family to come, sit them center stage and let them listen to some great music for the day. We’ll explain their wonderful donation, and we will say it was to the school so no one gets upset, and then Emerio here can let it rip.”

Emerio was grinning as he held the horn in his hands, the neck strap around his neck as he wet a reed. “I’ll be ready, and they’ll hear me again in Beauty and the Beast. This is gonna sound sick in that song.”

I tried to hide my smile, but I couldn’t, there was nothing that made me happier than a student excited about music. “It is going to be sick, and the second payment is more of a group thing, but I think you’ll be willing to help out in light of this windfall,” I said motioning at the sax. “We’ve been offered a small stipend to clean up, mow, and weed the Little Ivywood Dog Park. I’ll need three or four kids every other week, and I’ll pick you up and bring you home. In return, the shelter will give us a stipend we can use to buy some of the percussion instruments we want for the school.”

“Awesome!” Emerio said, ruffling Brutus’s head. “I have the mower!”

Marion and I laughed as she hugged me gently. “Thank you, Cinn. It’s hardly enough considering what you’ve done, but I want you to know how much it means to me how supportive you are of Emerio and his music. It means the world to me.”

“You’re doing the hard part and raising him right, Marion, while I get to enjoy his skills every day and watch him grow and learn. I bet you’ll be surprised at how much his sound will change and how motivated he will be to practice now with this new horn. I know this is going to be so much fun.”

She looked at her watch and then gave her son a short goodbye hug. “I have to get to the hospital for my shift. He said you have extra practice now for their small group?”

“I do, so you can drop him here each day until the battle or at Jorge’s and he will get him here by eleven.”

“I’ll have him here. Thanks again, Cinn, you’ve answered a very scared prayer which I sent up last night as I thought about how I would keep him playing.”

I smiled and absently rubbed Brutus’s head. “It was my pleasure, Marion. Kids like Emerio are the reason I do what I do.”

She waved and left the room and I rubbed my hands together as he lined up his reed and mouthpiece. “Let’s get this soul train running down the track,” I said, winking as I sat down at the piano. 

Chapter Nine
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I stood in front of the mirror in Mabel’s bedroom and lifted my shirt, inspecting my abdomen. When I finished practice today my side hurt, and I couldn’t figure out why. After a short ride home, and putting Brutus out in the yard, I decided it would be wise to get to the bottom of it. Once Brutus was back in and smacking on a bowl of kibble, I went to the bedroom. 

I looked closer into the mirror and noticed the skin around the button was slightly red and the button was looser than it normally is. I used my syringe to check the balloon for water. There was hardly any water left, which meant there was a slow leak somewhere. I sighed and went to my bedroom to get a new catheter and my sterile gloves, then changed the tube quickly and easily. I added some salve on the skin around it for good measure to help with the redness. I hated this button, but the other option was even less appealing. 

“Come on, big guy,” I called, opening the door for him and he sauntered in, as though he didn’t care we were air conditioning the outside. “It’s time for both of us to have something to eat.”

I filled his dish with kibble, mixed up a protein shake, and took it into the living room to sit comfortably. It was nearly four, so after dinner I planned to take Brutus to the humane society to see Poopsie, while I saw Foster. I didn’t like how much I looked forward to seeing him, how upset I got when he insulted himself, and how much I enjoyed the feel of his lips on mine. I wondered if I was attracted to him because he was the total opposite of Josh. 

Josh was lean muscle and rugged good looks with a scruffy beard to top off the look. Foster was soft like a teddy bear, clean-shaven, and strong in the ways that matter. He could lift a sick two-hundred-pound dog as tenderly as he did Poopsie, which was what mattered to me. Josh liked beer, drove a loud truck, and listened to the worst heavy metal ever made. Foster told me he doesn’t like beer, after he finished the one I gave him, drives a beautifully restored VW Bug, and listens to the Oldies. Come to think of it, I couldn’t remember what it was that made Josh and I think we were made for each other. We had nothing in common and there wasn’t a chance our marriage would have survived. 

I shook my head. I’m not supposed to be attracted to anyone. Josh was supposed to cure me of any desire to be in a relationship, and he had, for a few years, but now I wasn’t so sure. Now I’m sitting here trying to decide if Foster is husband material. It had been a lot of years since our breakup, and seeing Josh happily holding his daughter, made me wonder whom I was punishing by not dating. Not every guy will react to my condition the way Josh did. Logically I knew that, but emotionally I still remembered the pain and self-condemnation our breakup caused me. 

I blew out a breath and looked up at the ceiling, wondering if prayer would do any good. My mother says prayer is always the answer, but when most your prayers are unanswered, you begin to wonder. I heard Brutus’s nails clicking on the hardwood floor and scooted over on the couch, knowing he would jump up by me and rest his head on my leg. Once he was comfortable, I picked up my phone and dialed my parents’ phone number.

“Good afternoon, Cinnabon,” my dad answered, using his nickname for me.

“Hi, Dad,” I sighed, wishing he had never thought that name was funny. “Do you guys have any plans for Saturday morning?”

“Well, that’s a random question,” he answered, laughing a bit.

“No, there’s a reason. The humane society is dedicating the new bench for Mabel, and Foster would like you to attend.”

“Foster, huh?” he asked, with a tone in his voice as if to say, ‘first name basis, are we?’.

“Yes, Foster, the director,” I said stoically. 

“You can tell Foster we would love to be there. Do you have a time?”

“He said whatever worked for us, but he wants to do it right away at the beginning of the carnival, which is nine a.m. I know it will put Tabitha out of the running, but anything before noon will accomplish that.”

He laughed then cleared his throat. “You give her too hard a time, Cinn.”

“Do I?” I asked. “She called me the other day and asked me for twenty thousand dollars.”

“Or whatever you had to lend her, right?”

I laughed at his sarcasm. “I guess she hit you up, too. What kind of business is she trying to get in on? Some kind of pyramid scheme?”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t lending her any money, so it wasn’t my business. You told her no, right?”

“Yeah, I told her no. I think she sort of implied I should bump off Brutus because if he was dead then I came into a big chunk of money.”

He sighed, heavily. “Tell me she didn’t.”

“She didn’t come right out and say it, but she definitely implied it. Anyway, you can let her know the ceremony is happening, in case she wants to be there, and Lorenzo, too. I’ll be helping at the carnival, so I’ll meet you there.”

“You’re helping at the carnival?” he asked skeptically.

“Did I stutter?” I asked and he laughed. 

“I was double checking to make sure my old ears heard you right. We’ll meet you in front of the dog park at eight forty-five.”

“See you then, Dad.”

I hung up the phone and set it on the edge of the couch, stroking Brutus’s head absently. “What do you say, boy? Is Foster husband material?”

I waited for him to answer, but all he did was fart. Then again, maybe that was his answer.
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I wiped my palms on my shorts, alternately, while holding Brutus’s leash. I raised my right hand and knocked on the back door, having already texted him I was on my way. It was later than I had planned, because I decided to clean most of the house, and unpack four boxes before I could make myself believe we could be friends, and nothing more. Standing here now, I had to rethink my theory. I wouldn’t be this nervous if we were friends. 

The doorknob turned and I waited for the door to open and him to reveal himself. When he did, a smile lifted my lips at the sight of him. He was wearing a white doctor’s coat with a dress shirt and tie under it. 

“Hi, Cinn,” he said, holding the door for us. “And hello, Brutus.” He rubbed the dog’s ears and then let him off his leash. “Go find your friend,” he ordered and Brutus lumbered off to the front of the building. 

“Hi, Foster. I think my dog has a crush on your dog,” I joked.

He closed the door behind me and turned back. “That’s okay. I think Poopsie’s owner has a crush on his owner.”

I bit my tongue a little, but finally answered him honestly. “I think Poopsie’s owner isn’t alone in his crush.”

He looked up at the ceiling and shook his fist a little while mouthing, ‘Thank you’. I laughed at his antics and he dropped his fist then leaned in for a kiss to my cheek, eventually wrapping his arms around me. “I’ve had a busy day, but I missed you. How was your day?”

He released his arms from around me, but left his right one around my waist, walking with me toward the front of the building. 

“My day consisted of lots of band practice. How’s Poopsie?”

He squeezed my side a little, which made me grimace in pain, and kissed my temple. “Sorry, I’m happy to see you and can’t keep my hands, or lips, off you. My sidekick is much better today. I don’t think she will have any lasting effects from it.”

“What a relief. I’ve only owned Brutus for a few weeks, but I can’t imagine not having him now. I’m sorry you had to go through this.”

He squeezed me again. “Thank you. I would like to say being a veterinarian I’m used to losing animals, but I’ll never be used to it. It’s the reason why this shelter is a no-kill shelter. I have trouble not crying when I need to euthanize a sick or injured dog or cat. I can’t imagine doing it when there is nothing wrong with the animal.”

I looked up at him and smiled. “You seem like the kind who would cry at the loss of an animal.”

I saw his brows furrow into a grimace. “You make it sound like a bad thing.”

“Not at all. I like who you are and what you stand for. It’s what makes you, you.”

We walked into the reception area of the humane society and Poopsie and Brutus were tugging on a rope, each growling and shaking their heads. Brutus was barely holding onto the rope while Poopsie had a death grip on it with her teeth. 

“I guess you were right; she looks fine to me. I suppose it’s too soon for the dog park?”

He nodded. “I think so. I want to keep her quiet until Saturday for the carnival. Speaking of which, would you like to come up to my apartment and talk about Saturday?” He took the rope toy away from the dogs and spoke quietly to each of them, whatever he said had them both sitting on their butts, waiting for instruction. 

“Sure, sounds great. Sorry I’m so late; I got busy today.”

He turned back to me. “Don’t apologize, I’m glad you could come over at all.” He patted his leg and the dogs stood, moving past him on each side of us and waited at a door near the entrance to the clinic. He motioned for me to go ahead of him and reached over, opening the door. The dogs tore up the stairs in a clatter of nail clacking, and we followed. The stairwell was wide and gradual, ending on a landing in front of a locked door. He put a key in the lock and before he turned the handle he paused. 

“It’s not much...”

I put my hand on his shoulder. “Foster, seriously, I’m going to love it, if the stairs are any indication. The photographs are stunning.”

He seemed to take a breath and turned the knob, holding it open for me. The space was clean, white, and modern, yet homey. The dogs went to a window which looked over the back of the shelter and lay together on a padded bench. 

He pointed at them. “The bench is supposed to be my reading nook, but Poopsie hogs it all the time.”

I laughed happily, enjoying being in the space with him. The living room was a nice size and shared a space with a small galley kitchen. A cute breakfast nook island ran between the two rooms, dividing them, but making them open at the same time.

He motioned through a small opening. “The bed and bath are through there.” 

He seemed to flounder for an instant and then suddenly pointed backward to the kitchen. “Would you like a ginger ale?”

“If you have some, that would be great,” I agreed and he went to the fridge, pulling out two cans and two glasses from the cupboard. 

“I noticed the other night at your house you were drinking it, so I picked some up, just in case you ever stopped by,” he explained. 

He handed me the can and glass, then shrugged out of his white coat. His tie had little dogs with floppy ears all over it and he loosened it from around his neck. “Would you mind if I go change?”

I motioned toward the doorway. “Be my guest.”

“I’ll be right back,” he assured me, striding toward the bedroom. 

I poured the pop into a cup and sipped it, settling on the burgundy couch. It was deep and rich against the clean background of the walls. It was comfortable, almost as comfortable as my own couch. He had decorated the walls with images of animals, some included the owner, some didn’t, but they all stood out as artistic yet simple. I stood and walked to the wall by the TV where a grouping of photos caught my eye. The images were of a Saint Bernard, majestic and beautiful, from the time the dog was a puppy until old age. 

“That’s my Bailey, she died about two years ago, which is when I adopted Poopsie,” he said from behind me. 

I turned to look at him, and he certainly had changed into something more comfortable. He wore a pair of basketball shorts and a t-shirt stretched across his chest and it read ‘I heart dogs’. 

I smiled up at him. “I like the shirt, it’s very...” I waved my hand around and he took it, lowering it to my side. 

“Non-masculine? I know, but you’re a dog fan, so I wasn’t worried about looking like a girl.”

I laughed and rested my forehead on his chest for a few beats. “You don’t look like a girl,” I said, enjoying the way his hands rubbed my back. “Did you take all the photos on the walls?”

I went back to exploring the images, slightly sad that his arms weren’t around me still. I couldn’t let myself get distracted with how good it felt to be in his arms. If I did, I was going to let this little crush become bigger and uncontrollable, and the Lord knows I need to control my life with a tight fist. 

“I’m a photographer, yes. It’s a hobby, but of course, my subjects are always of the feline or canine type. I’m not great, but when you’re photographing animals you don’t have to be.”

He went to the kitchen and picked up his abandoned pop can while I finished walking around the living room. “Are you kidding me? These are better than hobby photography. You have a real eye for the emotions of the animals. I froze when I saw the last image near the apartment door. I didn’t need him to tell me who the dog was. It was Mable with her first Saint Bernard. She was hugging him around the neck and the look on her face was one of pure joy and love for the animal. The picture was about five years old, but my hand went up to touch her face behind the glass. She rarely let anyone photograph her, and now I saw why. She couldn’t hide the things she had done in this life from a camera lens, they were all there in her eyes. Every life she snuffed out and every family who now lived without someone they loved swirled inside her baby blues and made my chest ache for the things she must have lived with. 

I felt him come up behind me and turned away from the photo before he could put his arms around my waist. I fast walked back to the couch and pulled my legs up underneath me. He joined me and laid a hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry. I forgot I have that picture up. I’ll take it down if it makes you sad.”

I shook my head slowly, but found it hard to describe how I felt. He noticed and scooted closer, pulling me to him to lie against his chest. 

“It must be hard living in her house with her gone,” he whispered softly, rubbing my arm. 

“It’s not, actually. Mabel never cared much about material possessions. She never worried about what anyone thought of her house, so there are no little touches in the rooms as a constant reminder of her. Sometimes though, things like the picture hit me and I remember my failure at being the kind of granddaughter she needed. I was there for part of her life, but I never broke through her defenses the way you did with this image.”

“I don’t understand what you mean. Tell me what you see in the photo,” he encouraged me, getting more comfortable as he held me. 

“I see a woman who didn’t trust human beings, only her one true companion. She did things in life she wasn’t proud of, Foster. The few things she ever said about her profession in the wars, mixed with the image and what I see in her eyes, tell me she fought those demons every single day. She always said she wished she had never gone out target shooting because maybe she could have lived a normal life after the war. If those things hadn’t happened, she may have been a completely different person. Now the things I used to see as her dislike of family, wasn’t dislike at all. She was afraid to love because she knew in a split second any one of them could be taken from her. She had done it over and over and over; there were so many people’s lives she snuffed out, Foster. I’m starting to believe she never wanted to do the things she did, but wasn’t given a choice.”

He sighed and rested his cheek on the top of my head. “I think you’re the first person to figure out who she was as a woman since her husband died. She once told me for every good deed she did, she hoped it eased the soul of one person’s life she took. She knew the people she killed were not good people and wouldn’t have hesitated for a second to kill her or one of her fellow soldiers, but she also knew she was committing the greatest sin multiple times. That’s why she spent so much time here with the animals. They were like a balm to the part of her soul which felt battered and bloody. She needed the animals more than she needed other people in her life.”

“Because the dogs and cats didn’t judge her, they loved her without question, right?” I asked and felt his nod on the top of my head.

He set me back against the couch and stood, going to the image on the wall and taking it down. “I want you to have this,” he said, laying it on the coffee table. “I think it belongs in Mabel’s house, not mine.”

I looked up at him as he stood in front of the couch and felt the part of my heart that had been dead since Josh broke it, come back to life. It beat again as new, fresh, forgiving blood rushed through it. I no longer felt the bitterness I had carried for years, only the feeling of anticipation for what might be. 

“Thank you, Foster. I hope you know how much our family appreciates that you were here for Mabel when none of us saw how much she suffered on a daily basis.”

I stood and slipped my arms around his waist, holding him tightly while he did the same to me. “She wanted it that way, Cinn. If she let you see how much regret and anger she carried around with her, it might rub off on one of you. She didn’t want her son or grandchildren to suffer the way she did. Unfortunately, she did it in such a way she ended up hurting those she loved the most anyway. She knew the way she treated your mother was wrong, but she decided it was a way to cut ties with her son altogether. It backfired on her when you came along, of course.”

I chuckled, and rested my cheek on his chest, listening to his strong heart beating and picturing the same kind of anticipation charged blood flowing through his heart. 

“I was a ridiculously stubborn child,” I joked.

He let me go, so he could take my face in his hands. “She loved that about you.” 

His lips sank to mine then, the conversation forgotten and the positively charged ions began to build as his kiss went from delicate and gentle to hot in a matter of seconds. I clasped my hands behind his neck and he turned his head enough to deepen the kiss. His tongue begged for its reward and I let my lips fall open, allowing this kiss to go further than any kiss before. He pulled me tight against him and heightened the sensuality of the kiss. 

He moaned as he slowed the kiss, stealing several closed lipped kisses before kissing my forehead, leaving his lips there for several seconds. 

“I have to stop kissing you now before I lose all semblance of control and do something to scare you or drive you away.”

I smiled up at him, knowing my lips were plump and wet from the kiss we shared. “I would tell you if you crossed the line, but in all honesty, I don’t know if there is a line with you, and that in itself is what scares me.”

“Because you think if you get involved with someone again, he’ll hurt you the way Josh hurt you.”

The sound that came from my mouth lacked mirth. “The thought has crossed my mind, about ten thousand times.”

He grinned. “I like your honesty, so I’ll be honest with you. I feel like I’ve known you for years, probably because Mabel talked about you so much. She may not have shown it well, but she thought you hung the moon. Your musical talent and your determination to use it to help others impressed her beyond words. Now that I’ve met you, I think she may have told me many of the things she did as a warning, and as a guidebook, on how to help you learn to trust your heart again. I want you to know I have nothing but the utmost respect for you, which is why I’m letting you be the one to pace whatever it is we’re feeling. That said, I also want you to know Mabel told me how badly it hurt you when Josh left the way he did and I would never abandon you the way he did.”

I froze and could feel myself start to shake. His words were like an arrow through my chest, piercing and life ending. “Wha...what did she tell you about Josh leaving?” I tried to breathe, but I felt like I was suffocating from the inside.

“She said he left at a time when you needed him most and how much it hurt you. She didn’t go into specifics, but I got the feeling he ditched you when the going got tough instead of fulfilling his vows.”

I leaned into his chest again so I didn’t have to look at his honest eyes. “That’s a fair assessment, but like I said before, we never should have married, so it was inevitable.”

“But it still broke your heart,” he whispered. 

“He was my best friend for five years, so yeah, it broke my heart because I was going to lose our friendship when we divorced.”

“But you’re still friends,” he said and I nodded. 

“We are, because I put my hurt and anger aside to facilitate the friendship. It was worth more to me than holding a grudge.”

He kissed the top of my head. “That is why I think you’re truly a special woman, Cinn. Most women wouldn’t be forgiving. They would hold the grudge for life.”

I turned away and sat on the couch, taking a sip of the ginger ale. “Don’t misunderstand me, Foster. What happened with Josh still changed who I am and how I trust. I can let go of a grudge, but I haven’t learned how to repair the damage to my self-esteem and confidence.”

“And you won’t be able to repair it alone, Cinn. That job is reserved for the person who was truly made to love you. You’ll know when the person walks into your life because each day you’ll find it harder and harder to remember the pain of the past when you’re looking at what the future might be.” He didn’t sit, but still took my hand and gave it a squeeze.

“Honestly, I already feel that way when I’m with you, but I haven’t lost the fear yet, no matter how hard I try.”

He pulled me up by my hand and walked to the kitchen with me. “Stop trying then, Cinn. That way, when it happens, you’ll know it’s a true change and not one you’re forcing.”

“You’re a smart guy, you know that Doctor Kern?” I said and he laughed, shrugging one shoulder. 

“I don’t know about smart, but right now, I’m hungry. I saw patients all day and didn’t get lunch or dinner. Are you hungry?”

I shook my head no. “I ate already, but please, eat. I don’t want you to be hungry.”

He dug in his fridge and pulled out omelet fixings, and a bottle of wine. I sat down on one of the bar stools and rested my arms on the island, watching him work. He got the eggs sizzling and then held up the bottle of wine. “Can I interest you in a drink?”

I shook my head and looked down at my hands. “I don’t drink alcohol. It bothers my stomach. I’ll stick with the ginger ale, thanks for the offer though.” I heard the bottle of wine hit the counter as he set it down and then his finger lifted my chin. 

“I don’t like the way you act ashamed of something you can’t control. Is this what Josh did to you?”

I nodded, and shrugged. “Yes, but I don’t want to talk about Josh. Tell me about Saturday.”

He reached out and tucked a hair behind my ear, his eyes searching mine. Whatever he saw there, he must have decided the hurt was too great yet. He went back to his frying pan, flipping the omelet and taking a plate out of the cupboard. 

“Not until you tell me about Emerio and his sax,” he said, dumping the omelet on a plate and sitting by me at the breakfast bar.

The whole scene felt comfortable, the way I wanted my marriage to feel, but it never did. “Oh, man, best part of my day. His mother was stunned someone would give her son an instrument like the sax, and Emerio couldn’t stop shaking. He had been saving his lawn mowing money to buy a new mouthpiece, because he never dreamed he would ever get a new horn. Instead, he got a new horn and a new jazz mouthpiece. Hearing him play it though brought tears to my eyes. He’s so incredibly talented, Foster. He’s going to be picked up by a band long before he graduates at this rate.” He rubbed my back a couple times, as I tried to get the tears which threatened even now, under control. “I’m sorry for getting emotional. It’s so fulfilling to watch these kids who barely have enough food to eat every day, be able to gift the world with such beautiful music.”

“They can because you’re their teacher,” he said, between bites of his eggs. 

I shook my head. “Everyone says I’m the reason they’re successful, but these kids have more talent in their little finger than I have in all ten of mine.”

He put his fork down and tipped his head to the left. “Mabel told me how talented you are. You speak two languages, play more instruments than she could count, and you traveled with some prestigious jazz orchestras at barely sixteen. I think you’re selling your own talent short. She also told me you had to quit because of your health, but you didn’t let it stop you, instead you turned to teaching what you love. She bragged constantly about how.”

I laughed a little and folded my hands. “I didn’t know Mabel bragged about me.”

He grinned and winked. “All the time, darling. She would tell anyone who would listen about her granddaughter and what tour she was on. At least that’s what people tell me. By the time I met her, you were teaching already. You say those kids are more talented than you are, but you’re the one who hones their skills, and pass on your experiences to help them with their future. Not to mention, spend your off time fixing instruments, and buying instruments, which you never get reimbursed for.”

“It’s my job, and I don’t do a job halfway. As for the instrument buying, someone needs to step up and help these kids, which is why I’m grateful you’re willing to give us a stipend for taking care of the dog park. I’m sure you could get someone to volunteer to do it, but instead you offered it to me, and the students. Emerio is excited to bring his lawnmower every Saturday. He’s quite the entrepreneur, but he mows as many lawns for free as he does for pay. Marion is raising a good boy, alone, and they need someone to continue to encourage and support them. I’ll be their supporter and cheerleader.”

He leaned over and kissed my temple, leaving his lips there for a second longer than necessary. “Because you remember being one of those kids with an incredible talent which needed encouragement and support. I hope maybe someday you’ll be comfortable enough with me to let me hear you play.”

“I was hoping you would come to the Battle of the Bands next weekend. You could sit with my family,” I said and his brows went up. 

“Sit with the dad of the woman I’m crushing on? I’m not sure if that’s a good move.” He winked and laughed a little, but I leaned over and kissed his lips. They tasted of egg, cheese, and ham, and it made me a little jealous he could eat it with no ramifications. 

“You don’t need to worry. They like you and you’ll be so focused on the music you won’t be talking anyway. I’ll be accompanying Emerio on a sax solo and directing the band. There will also be a song performed by all the band directors and I’ll be playing the oboe.”

“A double reed instrument,” he said enthusiastically. 

“You’re learning,” I teased and he nodded. 

“I would learn how to walk across hot coals to make you smile, Cinn.”

He gave me a chaste peck on my cheek and then carried his plate to the sink and got a binder, which presumably contained the information about Saturday. I would have to decide if I could somehow open my heart and give him a permanent place in it. 

Chapter Ten
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Saturday dawned bright and warm with no rain in the forecast to ruin the carnival, but that also meant I had to go to the carnival. It’s not as though I didn’t want to go, but I hadn’t seen Foster since I ran out of his apartment on Wednesday night, afraid I was getting in too deep when we were kissing on the couch after I had chosen my assignment for the carnival. Something inside me snapped and the anxiety of what was happening hit me full on. I grabbed Brutus, made my apologies and left. I saw the hurt look on his face, and got the ‘I’m sorry if I did something wrong’ texts, but couldn’t bring myself to face him since then. I assured him, via text, he hadn’t and I was at fault for running out like a child, but I couldn’t be sure if he believed me. It would probably be a hard pill for me to swallow if he had done the same thing to me. 

He even agreed to let me back out of the assignment I picked when I came across something in the house I knew had to be part of the carnival. When I texted him pictures he called me enthusiastically, probably to make sure I would still take his call, but also because the find was exciting. He agreed to let me have artistic liberties with it. With only a few days until the carnival it ate up all my free time, but the result speaks for itself. All I had to do was set it up when I got there early today. 

Given they were dedicating the bench to Mabel, I had to be there to give the family’s speech, but the anxiety was churning in my stomach as I drove us to the humane society. I was going to ride over with Foster to the parking lot next to the dog park, and shelter volunteers were going to take care of Poopsie, Brutus, and any other dogs whose owners were volunteering. I looked over at Brutus who was happily hanging his head out the window.

“Maybe I should bring you with us, Brut. You can run interference for me,” I joked with the big dog. “You love Foster so much you’d probably push us together instead of stand between us.”

I sighed and turned the little car into the parking lot. It surprised me there weren’t more cars here. Maybe people were meeting at the park after all. I clipped Brutus’s leash on just in case and went to the front door, knocking twice. The door was opened by Kerrigan, who greeted me, and then proceeded to love up my dog. 

She took the leash from my hand. “Come on, Brutus. We’re gonna have a great time today!” Her enthusiasm seemed a little bit annoying at seven a.m. “Foster is waiting for you in his office,” she said as an afterthought and then led Brutus away. 

“Great, can’t wait, thanks for the info,” I muttered. I took a few deep breaths and then walked through the door to the patient exam rooms, to where I knew his office was. It was small, and that meant there was little space to move around or away from him. I knocked on the door hesitantly and waited for him to open it. When he did, he wore a nervous smile, and a Little Ivywood Humane Society polo shirt. He looked adorable and I realized how much I had missed him since Wednesday. 

“Hi, Cinn. How are you?” he asked, motioning me into the office. When I heard the door close behind me, I knew we weren’t leaving until he said what he wanted to say. 

“I’m good, thanks. I wasn’t sure what to wear,” I said, making small talk.

He smiled. “I have a polo shirt for you to change into, but before you do, I want to apologize again for the other night. I was out of line.”

I shook my head slowly, wondering why he was always so polite. “I didn’t leave because of you, Foster,” I said, leaning on his desk. “Well, it was because of you, but not because you were kissing me.” I tossed my arms out to the sides in frustration and finally braced them on my thighs. “Being there with you I felt too comfortable, too natural, and it scared me. I’ve worked hard to get on with life after my marriage ended, and suddenly I meet someone who has the power to break my heart again, and it freaked me out.” I swiped away a tear of frustration. “Still does.”

He approached me to stand in front of me, but kept his hands to his sides. “What if I’m the one to heal your heart?” he asked honestly and openly. 

“That scares me even more,” I admitted, looking down at the floor. 

“I’m confused how that would be more frightening than having your heart broken, Cinn.”

I looked up and saw on his face how much he already cared about me. “It’s the what-if questions then, Foster.”

“What if he leaves?” he asked and I nodded.

“Among others,” I said. I looked at the clock on the wall and stood quickly. “We should go. They’ll be waiting for us.”

He moved right in front of me and took hold of my shoulders. “They can wait. Can I hug you?” he asked, his thumbs moving across my arms.

I barely nodded and he enveloped me in his arms, cradling me into the hollow of his chest. He didn’t move, didn’t even breathe until I put my arms around him, too. His breath came out in a whoosh and then he kissed the top of my head. “I don’t want you to be scared of me, Cinn. My dad always told me I would know when I had the right woman in my arms. I thought I knew once, but I was wrong. Holding you, I understand exactly what he meant. It’s a feeling of pure bliss, and strong protectiveness. Holding you makes me want to do anything to keep you in my arms, and my life. At the same time, having you in my arms makes me feel like a better man because you trust me to protect you. I understand for the first time what he meant when he said I would know. I’ve spent enough years alone for me to know what I’m feeling isn’t anything I’ve ever felt before.”

I closed my eyes and nodded against his chest. “Do you understand those feelings are what scare me? I’ve never felt this way before, not even about the man I married. It’s new, and it’s wonderful, but I’m afraid I’m going to disappoint you, Foster. I don’t want to let you down.”

He kissed my temple and then moved his lips to my ear. “How about you be yourself and not worry about anything else?”

If only he knew how being myself tipped the scales and forced Josh to leave me. I couldn’t tell him those things, though. There was a small part of me still hoping he would accept me, all of me, for whom and what I am.

I dropped my arms first and he followed, reaching around and picking up a shirt. “Why don’t you put this on and I’ll lock up here. We should get going.”

I took the shirt and when he left his office, I leaned against the door and closed my eyes. “Pull it together, Cinn, people are counting on you today,” I muttered, as I stripped off my t-shirt and pulled the polo over my head. I straightened it, making sure it lay right to camouflage the tube in my abdomen. I knew if we were meant to be together, I would have to trust him. Trust. Only five letters, but it might as well be the longest word in the English language. Trusting someone else with my heart was impossible to do. 
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“And now I would like to introduce Ms. Cinnamon Mabel Dalton, the granddaughter of the late Mabel Dalton whom we are honoring here today. Cinn,” Foster said, motioning for me to come up to the podium where he stood. There would be live music on the stage later, but for now, we were dedicating the bench and dog park to Mabel. 

I took the microphone from him with a smile. He stepped back and I looked out over a crowd of at least one hundred people. My maḿa and dad sat in the front row with Lorenzo, and maḿa waved at me, blowing me a kiss. My dad wore a look of pride on his face I had never seen before. He seemed to find the idea of the town honoring the woman whom he never knew, as a start to healing from losing her. 

“Good morning,” I said into the microphone, trying to keep my voice from shaking in front of such a large group. “As Foster said, I’m Cinn Dalton, and Mabel’s namesake. With the name, came an unexplainable need to know Mabel the way few others knew her. I can’t say in life I ever knew much about her that wasn’t skin deep. She rarely let her guard down or shared her feelings with anyone, but the one thing that seemed to please her was when I played music for her. I’m happy there will be music today in the park where she spent so much time with the one living being who loved her without question, her Saint Bernard, Brutus. Upon her death, I inherited Brutus, and his house, and while it came as a surprise to me, I’m beginning to understand why. Anyone who knows Brutus knows what I mean when I say I inherited love. He has an unconditional love for his master, and while he has enough slobber to fill a kiddie pool, he also has enough heart to win over the biggest skeptic. 

You all know how much she loved animals, the shelter, and the dog park. She took great pride in the park being named after her, and would be pleased as punch this bench will sit in her park. I’ve learned quite a bit since I moved into her house a few weeks ago, things I didn’t know before she died. I’ve found pictures our family had never seen before, discovered she was an avid reader of the classics, she liked a good cigar and glass of cognac like any highfalutin man might, and she suffered greatly under the knowledge of the things she did during wartime. The humane society and this park are the two things she planned for long term, and our family is especially happy the park now belongs to the Little Ivywood Humane Society. We know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, they will continue to keep the park open for families who need a safe place for their dogs to run. From the Dalton Family, I want to thank you all for coming this morning, and to all the volunteers who help keep the shelter running on a day-to-day basis, I offer a sincere thank you from a family who is glad you were there for Mabel when we couldn’t be. We hope you enjoy the park and the bench, and think of Mabel often as someone who was a true philanthropist for Little Ivywood. Thank you.”

Everyone clapped as I handed the microphone back to Foster. He smiled and kissed my cheek. “Well done, beautiful,” he whispered in my ear before he brought the microphone back to his mouth. 

“This ends our ceremony, but please, head over to the food tent and grab some pancakes and juice while the volunteers get to their stations. We have dedicated this year’s carnival to Mabel Dalton, and you’ll see many of her contributions throughout the day. I don’t want to spoil the surprise, but you won’t want to miss the booth Cinn is hosting. Stop over when you have time to take in the exhibit. It’s truly wonderful.”

He put the microphone back in the stand and everyone clapped before wandering away toward the food tent as the scent of pancakes wafted toward us.

He hugged me gently to him. “What a nice speech. I know Mabel would be proud.”

I smiled and touched his face, his head turning to kiss my palm. “I hope so. I’m looking forward to the rest of the day, and beyond.”

“Beyond?” he asked, walking with me toward my booth, his arm around my shoulders. 

“You said I had to learn to trust you and my feelings, so I’m trying. The thing is, I can see beyond this day, and I like what I see, but I have to learn to trust what I see isn’t an illusion.”

When we arrived at my booth he kissed my lips gently, clearly not caring who saw him. “It’s not an illusion,” he promised, lowering our hands to our sides. “I know it will take you a little bit of time to believe it, but for now I believe enough for the both of us.”

He blew me a kiss and walked away, leaving me to question my whole way of life.
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“Hi, baby girl,” Maḿa said, kissing my cheek and giving me a light hug. “How’s it going over here?” 

“Hi, Maḿa and Dad,” I said, glad for a few minutes when no one else was at the booth. The carnival was winding down and we had only a few minutes left before we would start breaking down the exhibits. This was the first time all day my parents could get near the booth to see what I had up for display.

My dad was looking around the booth, his mouth open a little as he took it all in. “Cinn, where on earth did you get all these pictures of Mabel?”

I winked at Maḿa and went to where he was standing, his eyes focused on an image of Mabel with her first Saint Bernard, Locust. “Funny story, actually, Dad. Foster had this picture,” I pointed at the one he had given me on Wednesday, “on the wall of his apartment the other day when I stopped in to find out about my assignment for today. That night I went home and found over fifty photos in the cedar chest she’s had all her life. They were pictures of her and the dogs, her doing various programs and activities at the shelter, and here at the dog park. I decided instead of keeping them in the family they should go to the shelter. I’ve spent every free minute since Wednesday working on getting them framed.”

“These photos are impressive, Cinn,” Maḿa said from where she stood near a grouping of images of them putting in the fence for the dog park. She walked around the display and smiled as she came to the one family picture I had of our family, Mabel, and Brutus as a puppy. “These are wonderful. What are you going to do with them once the carnival is over?”

I leaned on the table to rest after spending much of the day on my feet. “Foster and I decided we will use them to decorate the shelter. There are waiting rooms, exam rooms, and adoption rooms that need something on the walls. I think it’s where these belong, considering how much time and money she put into the shelter.”

“We?” my dad asked from where he stood, one hand on his hip. 

“Bennie, what did I tell you?” Maḿa scolded and I tried to hide my smile. Leave it to Maḿa to have a little chat with my dad before they got here. “Ignore him, dear.”

I smiled and shook my head at them. “Foster and I are friends, okay?”

Dad rolled his eyes skyward, and I was quite impressed with the turn back distance he got out of the attempt. “Sure, you’re friends, which is why you left the dedication ceremony with his arm around you, and why he kissed you in public.”

I crossed my arms and bit my lip. “Were you following me?”

He crossed his arms the same way mine were. “I didn’t have to. Everyone has been talking about it all day.”

I stood there trying to work through what I wanted to tell them, but I wasn’t reaching any foregone conclusions on what they wanted to hear. 

“Maybe we are a little bit more than friends. I don’t know what we are, and it’s giving me heartburn trying to figure it out. While I would like to put your mind at ease about the unlikely event of a relationship with him, I can’t. The truth is, I like him and he likes me. That’s about as far as we’ve gone with each other.”

Dad must have noticed what a difficult time I had talking about it and he dropped his hands, coming to me and taking my hand. “I don’t want to see you get hurt again. Your Maḿa says it’s none of our business, and I know she’s right, but as a father, it’s my God given right to worry about you and to only want the best for you. I like Foster, don’t get me wrong, but we’re talking about my baby girl here. You’ve been hurt once before beyond measure and I won’t stand by and let it happen again.”

I squeezed his hand in recognition of his job in my life. “He knows Josh hurt me, but he doesn’t know why. I want to keep it that way for a little while yet, okay?” They both nodded their agreement, even if it was hesitant. 

“You’re going to have to tell him sometime,” Maḿa said, coming over to take stock of me. “You look like you’re losing weight again.”

I shook my head. “Nah, it’s just this shirt he gave me. It’s bigger than it needs to be.”

“Everything’s okay with your stomach then?” she asked and I nodded, but the tube changing a few days ago stood out in my mind as a possible problem I caught in time. 

Dad kissed my cheek. “Okay, dear, we’ll let you get back to work. We wanted to stop in and see how the day went.”

“Did Tabitha make it at all?” I asked, already knowing the answer was probably no.

Dad laughed, but it was sarcastic at best. “No, she couldn’t make it out of bed before eleven, much less to an actual event before noon. I don’t know how the girl keeps an apartment and a car.”

I knew, but couldn’t decide if I should tell them or not. “She has a job,” I said, rather blasé. 

“As a pole dancer,” my dad ground out, steam practically coming from his ears. “I didn’t pay for four years at college for her to be a pole dancer.”

Maḿa put her hand on his shoulder. “Dear, don’t get worked up now, it’s not worth it. Tabitha will do what she wants to do.”

I nodded my agreement. “She has a job as an administrative assistant, too, Dad. She’s quit the pole and moved on to bigger things.”

He rolled his eyes again and looked at his hairline. “I’ll keep telling myself at least she’s not working the pole and pray she keeps the new job. I’m sure glad you and Lorenzo have your life together.”

“I’m trying to,” I said, but felt the weight of what I went through when I was younger suddenly weighing heavily on my shoulders. “I have to tell you guys something,” I blurted out and they both stood tall and reached for my hands. “When Josh wanted to divorce me, I had some problems and Mabel...”

“We know dear,” Maḿa whispered softly. 

“She told you?” I asked, surprised. If she had, no one said anything to me before.

Dad nodded. “She told us long after the fact. We’re the only ones who know, so you don’t have to worry about Tabitha or Lorenzo finding out. You’ve got your life together now, Cinn. Concentrate on what you have to do to stay healthy and the rest will come to you when the time is right,” he promised. 

I smiled and felt my shoulders slump with relief. “I hope so, Dad. I’ve been ashamed to tell you guys after everything you’ve done for me. I want to make you proud, not sad.”

They each kissed a cheek and maḿa had tears in her eyes when she spoke. “You, my dear, make us so proud every day. The speech you gave earlier is proof of the wonderful person you are. We knew at an early age you were a musical savant, and over the years, Mabel helped us afford all the instruments and lessons. She saw your potential, too, and you were the one thing we shared in life that allowed us to put our differences aside to work together. Now, you teach kids who are lost in an adult world. You understand how they’re feeling and I think ultimately the reason you’ve become a well-loved teacher is your ability to connect with them. You understand these kids on levels even their parents don’t. We want you to be happy, and if Foster makes you happy, then by all means, keep seeing him. He seems like the kind of guy who would put you before everything else in his life.”

I nodded, swallowing around the lump in my throat and smiling at her. “I think so, too. I’m trying to learn trust, but it’s hard, because I don’t trust myself, so I don’t know how to trust anyone else.”

Dad seemed confused by my words and he held up his finger. “You do know how to trust yourself, but you’re not following your instincts, for whatever reason. I think about those years I lived in turmoil with my mother because I fell in love with a beautiful woman I trusted with all my heart. Think about what I would have given up if I hadn’t trusted myself to know eventually your grandmother would come around.”

“You must have had a lot of trust in yourself,” I joked.

He grinned, pointing his chin behind me. “I did, and speak of the devil...”

“Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Dalton,” Foster said as he stepped into the booth behind me. “Did you enjoy the carnival?”

“We had a lot of fun. We’re thinking about getting a cat again. It’s been a lot of years, but now with Lorenzo gone and it’s only the two of us, we’re lonely,” Maḿa said.

“I want a dog,” Dad grumped. “I don’t like big dogs, but I wouldn’t mind a dog the size of a cat. I have no desire to have a litter box in the house or cat hair on my clothes.”

Foster was looking between them confused and unsure of what to say. Finally, he pulled me to his side by my waist and said to my father, “I’ll let you know if I get a dog the size of a cat into at shelter. I always have cats who go in a litter box with enough hair to spare, so you can come over to the shelter and choose.”

Dad stuck his hand out and shook Foster’s, then he and maḿa finger-waved and left the booth. I turned my face into his shoulder and let out the laughter building in me during their little conversation. 

“What’s so funny, darling?” he asked, kissing the top of my head. 

I stepped away from him and checked to be sure my parents weren’t hanging around at any of the other booths before I answered him. “Maḿa doesn’t want a cat; she wants a dog. She knows if she threatens to get a cat and holds out for a few weeks, then when you call about a dog you have for adoption he’ll jump at the chance to avoid getting a cat. He hates cats. They’ll come down and she’ll ‘instantly’ fall in love with the dog and away they will go with it.”

“You’re saying she’s conniving,” he laughed and I nodded. 

“Only a little, but dad’s right, they need a dog around the house with all of us kids gone now. Hopefully, we can find one who gets along with Brutus before we introduce it to my parents.”

“We?” he asked surprised. 

I nodded and leaned on the table, resting my bottom on the edge of it. “Are we done for the day? I could use a cold drink and some time off my feet.”

He stuck his hands in his pockets as though he expected me to change the subject. “We are officially done. How did things go here today?”

We started taking down pictures while I answered him. “Excellent, we had a lot of foot traffic and some great questions asked by people whose family members used to volunteer at the shelter years ago. The pictures struck a chord with people and I wouldn’t be surprised if you get a lot of new volunteers and philanthropists stepping up to help the shelter with programs.” We stacked the pictures back in the boxes we used to bring them over from the shelter and he stacked those on a cart he had brought with him. 

“I hope that’s the case, we can never have enough help. We take animals from the surrounding areas, so we always have a full house. I have the second wave of volunteers coming in to take down all the booths, tables and chairs and return them to the community center, so we can head back to the shelter now if you’d like.”

I followed behind him, watching his muscles strain as he pushed the loaded cart toward the shelter’s minivan. I realized in a split second he would be the kind of guy who could pick me up when I was down, both literally and figuratively.

Chapter Eleven
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Brutus and Poopsie were running around the shelter chasing a ball while Foster and I put away the supplies, papers, and pictures from the carnival. We were almost done when the dogs started barking. Between their barks, I heard the doorbell on the back door. 

“Foster, would you check the door?” I called. 

I heard him shout ‘Yeah’, and then the dogs were quiet. I stepped out in the hallway to see who was at the door at the same time as Foster came running toward me, a small teacup Yorkie in his arms. The dog wasn’t moving and Foster was yelling for me to help him. 

“I need an IV kit from the left corner cabinet,” he called, laying the dog on the exam table and putting a stethoscope to the dog’s chest. A woman, around my age, joined us in the room, tears running down her face. 

“I don’t know what happened. He was fine when I picked him up from the shelter volunteers and by the time I got him home, he started having trouble breathing. I didn’t know what to do, but I knew you would be here.”

Her hands were clasped near her mouth, as I handed Foster the IV kit. His eyes flicked to the woman and I nodded once, knowing he wanted me to take her out of the room. 

“What’s your name, honey?” I asked, putting my arm around her shoulders and trying to lead her from the room, but she wouldn’t budge. 

“I’m Sandy,” she answered, still watching Foster work. “Is Bear going to be okay, Doctor Kern?” 

I could see in his shoulders and the way he held his stethoscope to the dog’s chest he wasn’t going to be okay. Foster turned and put his stethoscope around his neck. “I’m sorry, Sandy. He’s gone.”

Her chin quivered with his words and the tears fell in giant drops down her face. I pulled her into a hug, holding her while she sobbed against my shoulder. I held his eyes, which had unshed tears for the pet who had passed. 

“I’m so sorry, Sandy. We’ll give you some time alone with him,” Foster said gently. 

I let her go and handed her a tissue. She wiped her face and stood next to bear, picking him up and cuddling the animal to her cheek. We stepped outside and Foster closed the door. He ran a hand over his face and I put my hand on his shoulder. 

“I’m sorry. I know how hard it is for you to lose a pet.”

I put my arms out and he stepped in, hugging me tightly. “Bear was only a baby. He’s not even a year old. I don’t understand what’s going on.”

I leaned back to look at him. “What do you mean?”

“Bear died of antifreeze ingestion. That’s what happened to Poopsie last week.”

I held the back of my neck and looked between him and the woman in the room. “I guess it wouldn’t take much to kill a dog the size of Bear.”

He shook his head. “He wouldn’t need more than a quarter of a teaspoon.”

“Are you going to tell her?” I asked, as he straightened his hair. 

“No, not right now. I’m going to keep Bear and take care of the cremation for her, at no charge. I’ll tell her when she picks him up. She will blame herself right now and I don’t want her to feel guilty. I would rather she think it was a heart condition, which is common in this type of dog.” 

I put my hand on his arm. “I’ll take our dogs and go to the adoption room so she has some privacy.”

“Thank you,” he whispered, kissing me on my cheek. 

I called the dogs and they followed me down the hallway to the room they were used to staying in. I sat down on Mabel’s old couch and hugged Brutus’s neck, thankful I had him after what I witnessed. How horrible for Sandy to lose her dog so instantly. Before I got Brutus, it never crossed my mind how hard it would be to lose a pet. They’re like part of your family, and you don’t want to think about losing them. I heard murmuring in the hallway, and held onto Brutus, so he wouldn’t get in Sandy’s way as she left. Foster followed her out the door, and the phone was ringing on the wall incessantly. I grabbed it out of habit, answering, “Little Ivywood Humane Society.”

The voice on the other end was tentative, “Uh, hi, I’m looking for Doctor Kern.”

I smiled at the thought of him, even though I just saw him leave the building. “Hi, yes, he will be right back in. He’s helping a patient. Can I have him call you back or would you like to hold?”

“I can’t hold, but tell him Doctor Trevor Anderson needs to speak to him ASAP.”

“I’ll tell him as soon as he’s back in. It shouldn’t be more than a few minutes.”

He thanked me and hung up. I looked at the phone and hung it back on the hook, wondering what was going on. As soon as I heard Foster come back in the door, I stuck my head out the door. 

“A Doctor Trevor Anderson called looking for you. Sorry I answered, but he wasn’t taking no for an answer.”

“No problem, I’ll call him back quick. Sandy and I already took care of arrangements for Bear. Can you stay? I would love to spend some time with you tonight.”

I nodded. “I’ll wait here.”

He shook his head and handed me his key. “Go up to my apartment. It’s more comfortable. Help yourself to anything in the fridge. I’m sure you’re hungry.”

I smiled unsure of myself as I accepted the key. “Sure, okay, see you in a bit,” I said following him down the hall. He went to his office and I called Poopsie and Brutus to follow me. They went up the stairs in front of me and waited while I unlocked the door. They jumped up on the window cushion while I went to the fridge to get a soda. I had barely opened the top of the lid when I heard heavy footsteps running up the stairs. 

Foster came through the door of the apartment and ran to Brutus, inspecting his lips and inside his mouth. My dog sat there like a docile puppy while his lips flopped around and his throat and mouth were checked with Foster’s whole hand. He gave Poopsie the same treatment, smelling their breath before he came to the kitchen sink and washed his hands, drying them on a towel before throwing it on the counter, clearly frustrated. 

“Why the strange display?” I asked, pointing at the dogs. 

“I called Doctor Anderson and he’s seen three dogs today with acute antifreeze poisoning and another colleague has seen four. If you count Bear and Poopsie, nine dogs have been sick in a matter of a few days. Something is wrong. I rarely see more than one case of antifreeze ingestion a year.”

“Were they all dogs who had been at the event today?” I asked and he nodded. 

“The owners all said they had left their pets with our shelter volunteers during the carnival. Bear was the only fatality, so far anyway.”

I tapped my chin for a minute. “But Poopsie got sick on Tuesday, so I’m not sure we can assume today was the reason all the dogs got sick. It would be natural after an event like today’s, to assume the event is the reason when a lot of dogs get sick at once, but they could have ingested it any time from any place over the last few days, right?”

He nodded, his eyes scanning the two dogs looking out over the town of Little Ivywood. “Brutus and Poopsie didn’t go to the carnival today, right?”

I shook my head. “No, I told them to keep them here since Poopsie is getting over being sick and the heat might be too much for her. Mostly, I didn’t want Brutus at the dog park with all the other dogs. He’s so big he might have hurt one, not on purpose, but still.”

He turned and grabbed my shoulders. “The dog park. All of the dogs who are sick have been at the dog park, including Poopsie on Tuesday afternoon.”

I ran for the door right behind him and he stopped, looking at the dogs who lay unfazed by the window. “We won’t be gone long, they’ll be fine,” I said, pushing him out the door. 

We ran down the stairs and out the front door, jumping back into the minivan for the short trip to the park. He pulled out his cell and handed it to me. “Call the police. If someone is dropping antifreeze laced treats at the park, they need to be there to collect evidence.”

I gasped and it sounded loud in the van. “You don’t think that’s what’s going on, do you?”

His lips were in a grim line when he answered. “Absolutely. It’s the only thing which makes sense.” He pounded the wheel and cussed like a sailor. He looked over at me. “Sorry. I’m so angry right now. If we lost Bear because of someone purposely causing them harm I’m going to blow a gasket.”

I put my hand on his arm as I put his phone to my ear, calling the local number to the police station rather than 911. I explained who I was and what I wanted, hanging up as he pulled into the parking lot across from the park. It was empty, as everyone had been there earlier today. 

I handed him the phone back. “They’re sending an officer over. She said to look for any treats, but not to touch anything.”

He climbed from the car and I met him at the front. He took my hand and we jogged to the park. He opened the gate and let me in, closing it behind him. “It won’t matter if we touch anything. Prints aren’t going to help in this situation, at least on any of the gates or benches. If we find any treats or food that shouldn’t be inside the park, mark the spot with a stick and keep looking,” he said.

“The sign specifically says no food or treats, so if we find any we can assume it wasn’t left by an irresponsible owner, right?”

His lips still formed a grim line. “Hard to say an owner wouldn’t bring in a treat, but the chances of it having antifreeze on it would be slim to none for sure. No, whoever is doing this has a vendetta against something or someone.” 

We spread out and started looking around the edges of the fence, thinking if someone threw something into the park, they would do it over the fence. It was slow going, as most of the edges of the fence needed a good weed whack to clear through all the tall blades. I could only bend over for short stints before my side would start to hurt and I would have to stand up. I prayed Foster was too busy looking on the ground to notice when I had to stop and hold the fence, taking a few deep breaths to stop the pain in my side. I needed a new plan before I did something to hurt myself. 

I felt his arm go around me, and his lips near my ear. “Are you okay or do you need to sit down?” 

Apparently, he wasn’t too busy to notice. 

“I’m okay. I think I bent over too long and got dizzy,” I said in an upbeat voice. 

“You don’t look okay. Come sit on the bench with me while we wait for the officer.” He led me to Mabel’s bench, but I tried to stop him. 

“We have to keep looking, so we have something to show the officer. There could be sick dogs out there whose owners don’t know it.”

“I know, and I already found the culprit. Come and sit down, you’re white as a sheet.”

I snickered. “That’s not possible, Foster. I’m Hispanic.”

He grinned. “Poor choice of words, I’ll give you a point in your column. How about you’re almost grey and I think you’ve done too much today.” He helped me sit down on the bench and then sat next to me, checking my cheeks for what I assumed was a fever. 

I took his hands down and held them. “I’m okay. Tell me what you found.”

“There’s crumbled hamburger all along the edge of the fence near the parking lot,” he explained. “Standing a foot away I can see its green, and I don’t think it’s because the meat is spoiled. I’m certain once we have it tested we’ll find it was soaked in antifreeze.”

“Who would do this?” I asked as a patrol car pulled into the parking area next to the fence.

A familiar face climbed from the car and he waved at me. “Cinn Dalton? I got a dispatch to come here about spoiled treats?”

Foster let him into the park and shook his hand. “I’m Doctor Foster Kern. I’ve had two dogs with antifreeze ingestion this week, one of which perished less than an hour ago, and several of my colleagues had sick animals as well. The only thing they had in common was the dog park,” he explained. 

Officer Jarish looked around the park. “Did you find anything?”

Foster motioned him over to the area of the fence where the meat lay. I was feeling stronger, so I joined them there and we looked down at the tainted hamburger on the ground. Mike knelt and picked up a small piece of the meat, bringing it to his nose. He held it in his fingers and stood, letting Foster smell it as well. “Antifreeze if I’ve ever smelled it,” he said and Foster nodded. “Who would poison dogs?”

Foster planted his fists on his hips. “I don’t know, but we have to get this information out to the public. We had a carnival and there were a lot of dogs here. There could be animals dying we don’t even know about yet.”

Mike reached for his walkie-talkie on his vest. “Isn’t antifreeze poisoning always fatal?”

“No, not if it’s caught in time. My terrier came down with it Wednesday and she’s okay because I caught it in time. I lost a little yorkie today because he only weighed five pounds, so what would have only made a bigger dog a little sick, actually killed him.”

“This is most unusual, but I think we first need to make the public aware of the problem.” He looked at his watch and then to Foster. “We have time to get this on the local news if we call into the station. Will you be able to give them a list of symptoms and who to call if they think their dog may be ill?”

“Absolutely,” Foster nodded. 

Mike addressed us both, “I’m going to get an evidence bag from my patrol car to collect the hamburger. I don’t know how we are going to find this person, but we will need the meat for evidence.”

We both nodded and when Mike jogged to his car, I took an angry breath. “Someone is trying to hurt animals at Mabel’s park,” I said to Foster, as I leaned against the fence. “She’s not going to let it stand, no matter if she went to heaven or hell upon her death.” 

Foster rubbed my shoulder. “We’re going to find them, Cinn.”

I held his eyes with mine until Mike came back through the gate with gloves and bags. He set them on the ground and pulled out his cell phone, dialing a number. “Let’s call the TV station and get the news out to families first, then we’ll bag the evidence.” 

I wandered over to the bench and sat, listening intently as Foster told the news channel what owners should watch for in their dogs and to get ahold of him or a local vet if they displayed any of them. When they hung up Mike scooped up all the meat he could find along the edges and put it in a plastic cup. When he stood, he screwed the lid on the cup and wrote on it in black marker before sealing it in an evidence bag. “Do you have access to any signs to let people know the park is closed due to vandalism?”

“I can go back to the shelter and get some,” Foster answered, but I held up my hand like a kid in school. 

“If we close the park, how will we ever catch the person? I know it is important to notify the public, but do you think this was a one-time prank?”

Mike shrugged, the keys on his belt jangling when he moved. “It’s malicious, so I’m not sure it was a prank, Cinn.”

“Then someone has a bone to pick with the shelter, or my family, and the park is how they think they can get to us,” I said and Foster agreed, a frown on his face. 

“I see what you’re getting at, Cinn. If we shut the park down we won’t know who was behind it, but if we leave it open, we are putting more animals at risk.”

Mike pointed at the edges of the park. “The first thing we need to do is get the grass cut and weeds whipped away from the fence. Once everything is cleaned up, we can decide what to do. Does the shelter have staff who could walk through the park before it’s opened in the morning and throughout the day to make sure there are no more incidents?”

“Sure, not a problem,” Foster said, but he looked confused. “But it won’t tell us who the person or people are behind it.”

“Leave catching the criminals to the police. We’re good with cameras.”

“I thought you can’t use any hidden camera evidence in court,” I said, unsure of how it all works. 

He laughed a little. “Give us some credit, Cinn. We can take footage from any angle of this park with no one the wiser. We can put a camera out in the open and make it look like part of the background. I can count three cameras from where I’m standing right now. Sometimes they allow the camera evidence and sometimes they don’t, depends on the judge. It is completely legal for the humane society to put up a camera, say,” he pointed at the bench or the tree, “under the bench or in the tree, and record what goes on for safety’s sake.”

Foster grinned, rocking back on his heels. “I see where you’re going with this,” he said. “I’ll look into getting the funds to buy a couple.”

I waved my hand at him. “My family will take care of it. As far as I’m concerned, it’s a necessary expense to keep Brutus safe. Mabel’s estate will pay for it. She would want the family to take care of it.”

Mike took the bag with the meat in it and marked the date, time, and witnesses on it. “I’ll get this to our detectives and once they have a chance to look at the information they’ll get back to you. We must figure out how to reopen the park and keep the animals safe while trying to catch the thief.”

Foster shook his hand. “Thanks, Mike. I appreciate your help this evening.”

Mike looked around the park and frowned. “It’s my pleasure. I have a dog myself, and I would be angry and upset if someone hurt him on purpose, not to mention trying to ruin a perfectly wonderful community space.”

He waved as he left the park and Foster put his arm around me walking back to the van, his shoulders slumped and the frown set firm on his face. I didn’t say anything, but climbed in the passenger side of the van and ran through my mind exactly what I was going to do to make this right.

Chapter Twelve
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The mirror reflected a woman who didn’t feel nearly as confident in the dress she wore as she looked. I smoothed the garment across my hips and checked the mirror to make sure the button didn’t make the dress stick out in one obvious spot. I was good at camouflage, but then again, I hadn’t been on a date in years. 

I walked to Mabel’s dresser and opened the top drawer, something I hadn’t been able to do since she passed. The room was empty except for her ostentatious cherry wood dresser. It was about thirty years out of date, but so large it was hard to part with it simply for the extra storage space it provided for sheets, towels, and blankets. My dad had cleaned out all her clothes, but there was a box in the top drawer which simply had ‘Cinn’ written on it. I’ve known it was in there since I moved in, but have yet to pick it up and open it. Seeing my name in her scrawling cursive brought a lump to my throat, and I hadn’t a clue what was inside, neither did my father. When he left, I put it back in the drawer, but I’ve thought about it every day since then. 

For some reason, I felt like tonight was a good night to open it. Maybe I was trying to put off finishing getting ready for my date. I wandered back into my bedroom and sank down on the bed, the box on my lap as I thought about the promises tonight may hold. Foster and I had gone back after Mike left and roped off the dog park on Saturday evening. When we arrived back at his apartment, there were two more calls from vets in the surrounding counties with sick dogs. They had all been in Little Ivywood for the carnival, and returned home ill, but thankfully none had died like poor Bear. A detective from the police station contacted us immediately and asked us to keep the camera installation to ourselves. So, rather than ask for the money from Mabel’s estate, Foster took the money from her donation to the shelter with a promise from me to reimburse him once the person responsible for this sat in jail awaiting trial. 

Tonight, after we had a normal dinner at a normal restaurant, we planned to do something not at all normal. We were going to install the cameras under the cover of darkness. Then we would turn them on and open the dog park again. We planned to have it manned during the day to make sure the animals were safe, but at night when no one was around, we hoped to catch whomever was trying to poison our pets. 

That was Saturday, and this is Tuesday, and I had to finish getting ready before he arrived to pick me up. I asked him to bring Poopsie over here, and we would leave the two dogs alone in the house. They did fine at his apartment Saturday night for over two hours, so I hoped leaving them alone together here would be as successful. I hadn’t seen Foster in three days, but we texted through the late nights we both have had; me with the band and him with the shelter. All I wanted was to spend some time with him and recharge for the rest of the week, which would culminate on Saturday with the Battle of the Bands. 

The box was still in my hand and I lifted the lid off, taking out the piece of paper folded inside. I was surprised to find a beautiful necklace and earring set underneath the paper. The necklace I held up, shocked me with its beauty. The treble clef had diamonds encrusted through it in a line, and they sparkled in the light. The earrings matched, and I held one up to my ear. They would dangle perfectly from my ears to catch the light. I knew the diamonds were real, which is probably why my hands were shaking as I set it down and opened the note with Mabel’s handwriting on it. 

“Dear Cinn, 

If you’re reading this I’m dead, which is what everyone says when they find a mysterious note, right?” 

I laughed aloud. I learned more and more about this woman every day, more now than when she was alive. She had a wonderful sense of humor, but she seemed to have a problem expressing it when she lived. I went back to the note and kept reading. 

“I had this jewelry made for you the year your life changed, but couldn’t bring myself to give it to you. I don’t know why, after all, you came back stronger and healthier than the day you went in. I suppose in a way, I didn’t want to deal with the others thinking you were my favorite grandchild, even though you were. There is something special about you, Cinn. I know you have had trouble believing that, or finding what it is, but I already know. You’re special because even when you have every right to be bitter and ugly about life, you aren’t. You share your God given talent for music to uplift and encourage the kids you teach. You love your family and would do anything for them, even at the risk of your own health, and you have the determination of an entire village. At the age of 13, you insisted you wanted to know the old, crabby woman you called Mabel. You once told me we were a lot alike in many ways, and as I watched you grow, I came to see you were right. I didn’t start out life as a bitter, crabby, old woman. I started out life a lot like you-—curious, caring, and full of life. I suppose nowadays you would say I suffered from posttraumatic stress disorder from the things I did to serve our country. I didn’t know how to express my feelings because it felt to me like if I opened up even a little bit, the floodgates would open and I would end my life, the same way I ended so many other lives.

I know you wearing this jewelry now may cause some discord among the family, but I don’t want you to stand for it. Show them this note if you must, or keep it between us, whatever feels right at the time. I hope you find pleasure in wearing the jewelry the same way I found pleasure in having it made for you. Keep playing music and inspiring others with your talent, and your heart of gold. 

All my love, Cinn,

Mabel”

I refolded the note and sat holding it to my chest as tears streamed down my cheeks. I heard rustling at the door and looked up, expecting it to be Brutus, but instead Foster stood in the doorway. He wore a dress shirt and tie, and a frown. 

“Hi, I didn’t hear you come in,” I said, my voice soft and slightly strangled. 

He pushed off the doorframe and walked over to me, kneeling on one leg next to me, pushing the hair away from my face. “Are you okay?” he asked, wiping away a tear with his hand. 

“Yeah,” I said, the sound soft and unsure. “Mabel left a box with my name on it in her dresser and I only now worked up the courage to open it.” I handed him the note and he read it, chuckling a few times, and a grin on his face when he handed it back to me. 

“She did have a way about her, and I have to agree with her. You two aren’t all too different when it comes to the things that matter. What did she mean she had jewelry made for you?”

I took the box off the bed on my other side and showed him. His mouth made a perfect O and he touched the large treble clef with his finger. 

“Something tells me these are real diamonds,” he said, unhooking the necklace from the satin board which held it. 

“Oh, they’re real,” I said snickering a little. “Mabel didn’t do things halfway.”

He took the necklace and let it fall across my neck, fastening it in the back for me and straightening it so it sat in the center of my chest. He helped me get up and walked me back to her bedroom where the only full-length mirror hung on the door. He stood behind me as I gazed in the mirror and kissed my cheek. 

“You’re stunning, Miss Dalton,” he whispered, nuzzling his nose in my neck. 

My hand held the necklace to my skin, the diamonds sparkling in the light from the overhead fixture. He held his hand out and the earrings were in it. I lifted them out of his palm and put them in, smiling when the whole look came together. 

“They’re so beautiful,” I said, my voice in awe. 

“Only because you’re wearing them,” he whispered, his arms around my belly. I turned and put my arms around his neck. 

“Even with raccoon eyes?” I asked, knowing my makeup was a mess. 

“You don’t have raccoon eyes, but yes, even then. You’re so gorgeous, Cinn. I don’t know why I think I stand a chance with you. You could have any man you want.”

I cocked my head to the left. “What if the man I want is you?”

He lowered his forehead to mine and let out a shaky breath. “I could only hope that’s the case.”

“Kiss me and find out,” I whispered, my voice trembling with an unnatural vibrato. 

He lowered his lips to mine, and right before they touched, I sensed a feeling of electricity. He may have sensed it too, because he hesitated, letting the feeling passing between us build before I was the one to close the distance. His hands splayed across my back, holding me to him as his lips and tongue made love to mine like a skilled lover. I felt a sigh building in me and when he slowed the kiss, it escaped my open lips. The sound did something to him and he grabbed my face, diving back into the kiss like a starved man. Several minutes later, he ripped his lips from mine and hugged me, his arms crushing me to his chest.

“Your kiss told me I might be the one you want, but I still find it hard to believe.”

I kissed his neck right above his tie. “I don’t think you give yourself near enough credit, Foster. I don’t know who hurt you in the past, but I don’t plan on hurting you, ever. Do you promise the same?”

He released me and cupped my face. “I will never hurt you the way Josh did. You can believe it without question, Cinn. I know that kind of pain and I would never put you through it again.”

My eyes closed for a second and then opened again. “Are you divorced, too? I guess I assumed you were never married.”

He dropped his hand and took mine, bringing it to his lips to kiss. “I’ve never been married, but I was close once. Now, I should let you finish getting ready or we will miss our reservations. I’ll go let the dogs out one more time.”

He left the room and I stood in front of the mirror, staring at my reflection. I touched my plump, pink, glistening lips and wondered if I would be able to put my reservations aside and discover the wonderful things he had to offer. 
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I leaned back into the booth and laid my napkin on the table. The restaurant he brought me to was an upscale pub, with private booths you curtain off, so you can block out the world except for the people in your party. The rest of the pub wasn’t overly loud, and boasted some fantastic English food, Irish drinks, and American music. 

“I like this place, Foster. I didn’t even know it existed.”

He laid his fork down and wiped his mouth. “I come here a lot. It’s nice to be surrounded by people when I spend so much time alone at the shelter. The food is great, as you can see,” he said, patting his stomach.

I shook my head slightly. “Don’t, not tonight, I’m enjoying myself.”

He held up his hand in apology. “I’m glad, because it has been a long time since I’ve had this good a time in this pub. You didn’t eat much, though. I’m worried you’ll be hungry.”

I bit back the harsh laughter which tried to bubble out and motioned at the baked potato which was nothing more than the hollow shell. A baked potato is always a safe thing to eat, if I don’t eat the skin. “I don’t eat a lot of food at one time because of my stomach, so the potato was perfect. I especially liked the homemade herb butter. It was excellent.”

He sipped his wine and then pushed his plate to the side and rested his arms on the table, leaning toward me. “What did your grandmother mean in the note when she said you came out stronger than you went in?” he asked and I froze, trying to come up with a logical explanation quickly, because I wasn’t ready to get into that whole time of my life in the middle of a pub, if I ever did tell him. 

I brushed my hand in a nonchalant manner. “She meant the year I got divorced. I had a hard time for a few months, but I guess it was to be expected.”

“I remember you told me Mabel helped you out and your parents don’t know about it.”

I set my water glass back down. “I didn’t think they knew, but the other night at the carnival, when they were looking at the images of Mabel, I felt this pressure to tell them. It turns out they already knew. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, but I’m glad it’s out in the open.”

“I’m glad Mabel could be there for you when you needed her. She struggled with sadness and anger every time you fell ill or were struggling with your stomach. I know she tried hard not to let anyone know how much it affected her, because that would mean showing weakness, at least in her opinion.”

I rested my chin on my hand. “I didn’t know she worried about me. I guess I thought she helped me out of familial duty.”

He took my hand and squeezed it. “No, she helped you because she loved you. Mabel found it hard to show her love, so she did it in ways that were tangible. Instead of hugs and handmade pies, she bought instruments, paid hospital bills, and made jewelry.”

I smiled. “It’s funny, but I do feel her around me when I play the horns she bought. It sounds weird, and a little crazy, but it’s the truth. She did have a hang up about showing weakness, which explains why she never sought treatment for the PTSD. Her generation didn’t want anyone to think they were weak.”

He smiled at me sadly. “It doesn’t sound crazy. You live in her house and you have a talent she was drawn to in life. I can see how you would feel her presence around you. As for her showing weakness, it never would have happened, but then I don’t think any of us want to be seen as weak, do we?” he asked. 

I shrugged. “I suppose not, but sometimes it can’t be helped. Having been a sick child, I learned quickly not telling someone I was sick usually only served to make me sicker.”

“I’m sorry you’ve had so many issues with your stomach. Mabel never could explain it to me...”

He left the sentence open like he was waiting for me to finish it, but that wouldn’t happen tonight. I needed more time to trust him with my disease. I scooted around the table and onto the booth cushion with him. 

“How about a picture?” I asked to change the subject. 

“You want a picture with me?” he asked surprised.

Rather than answer, I simple turned my back to him and snuggled into his chest, so he had no choice but to put his arms around me. I held the phone up and as I snapped it, he turned his head and kissed my cheek. I lowered the camera and turned into his lips, glad the curtain was still drawn. 
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We had walked to the pub, since it was only a few blocks from my house the way the crow flies, and when we arrived back home, the dogs were as happy as larks, sleeping on my couch. Brutus jumped down to see us, licking our fingers to get every bit of yummy goodness which might reside on them from dinner. 

I pointed at the bedroom. “I’m going to go change into my stealth clothes.”

He looked up from where he was rubbing Brutus’s chin. “Your stealth clothes?”

I held the dress out. “You didn’t think I was going to climb a tree wearing this, did you?”

He gave me a cheeky grin. “I had hoped.”

I pushed him in the shoulder a little and stood on my tiptoes to kiss his lips quickly. “I’ll be right back.”

I floated to my bedroom and closed the door to be sure he wouldn’t see me changing my clothes. I stripped off the dress, catching the dress on the button. I froze, looking down to make sure I hadn’t pulled it completely out. It was loose, but it had been loose for a week now. I had made an appointment with my doctor for after the Battle of the Bands, but for now, I would need to be more careful. I stepped into a pair of black jeans and a black t-shirt, pulling my hair back with a ponytail holder before tying on a pair of black tennis shoes. I felt so Mission Impossible, as I took off the new necklace and earrings, putting them back in the box. 

Dinner went well considering I was worried up until the time we ordered he would get upset or hurt when I didn’t eat a lot. I didn’t want to explain to him the reasons why on our second official date. Maybe it was selfish to want a few more weeks of normalcy in a relationship, but I was going to take it. Once the band competition was over and I had more time to write music, I would have an outlet for any emotions telling him might incur on my heart. 

“He is a doctor, Cinn,” I said to the woman in the mirror. “He may not be a donkey’s backside about it like Josh. You should give him more credit than you are.”

I stuck my tongue out at the woman in the mirror and shook my head as I grabbed my phone off the dresser and walked back into the other room. He was sitting on the couch, a dog on each side, as he looked at his phone. 

“Okay, I’m re-” my sentence was cutoff when my phone rang. I held up my finger when I saw it was my sister and answered. “Hello, Tabby,” I said, using her childhood nickname in hopes she would be friendly in regards to whatever she was calling about.

“Don’t ‘hi Tabby’ me,” she said sarcastically. “I saw your Instagram picture from dinner.”

“And?” I asked, already on edge from the tone of her voice. 

“Did he give you the matching necklace and earrings you’re sporting?” Her tone was haughty and snotty, as though she was trying to imply he had to buy my love. 

“No, as a matter of fact he didn’t. Apparently, Mabel had them made before she passed away and wasn’t able to give them to me.”

She growled in the back of her throat and I could see her rolling her eyes in a huff. “Sure she did, and I suppose you just happened to find them in a drawer of hers and decided you would keep them for yourself.”

“I did find them in a drawer, but the box had my name on it and there was a note inside explaining why she had them made,” I said softly, tiring of her game quickly. “If you don’t believe me you can ask Dad about it. He was the one to show the box to me a few weeks ago, but I waited to open it until tonight.”

“Because you needed something new to wear for your geek boyfriend?” I could hear the jealousy oozing off her and it was making me so mad I was shaking. 

“What do you want, Tabitha? If you were only questioning where I got the jewelry, now you know. If there is nothing else, you’re interrupting my night.”

“Actually, there is something else,” she said, malice lining her tone. “I want a cut of the price of your necklace. Those diamonds aren’t cheap and you already got more from her estate than any of us combined.”

I breathed deeply for a few breaths to avoid saying anything I shouldn’t. Foster sensed my anger and came over to knead my shoulders from behind. “You have got to be kidding me, Tabitha. First of all, the diamonds aren’t real,” colossal lie, “and second of all, she had them made for me, not you, so no, you won’t be getting a cut of anything, and if you have a problem with it, you can certainly take it up with Dad.”

“I already tried to contest the will, but it’s not allowed, which I think is a bunch of crap. Someday you’ll fall from grace, Cinn, and don’t expect me to catch you on the way down.”

The phone clicked in my ear and I knew she had hung up on me. I looked at the phone and sure enough, the locked screen was staring back at me while her words rang in my ears. 

“Deep breaths,” he said, still rubbing my shoulders. “Don’t let her get to you.”

“Too late,” I sighed, lowering myself to a kitchen chair. “I can’t do anything right when it comes to Tabitha. She’s the oldest, but she hasn’t been happy with me for a long time. She thinks I get too much attention because I’m either sick or too talented, depending on the day and her mood.”

“I’m sorry. Most days I’m sad I don’t have any siblings, but then when I see others fighting with theirs, I think maybe I’m okay not having any.”

“You’re an only child?” I asked, throwing the phone on the table and rolling my head around to relax my neck. 

“I’m an only child to two only children. My mother died of early onset Alzheimer’s two years ago.”

“I’m sorry. It must have been hard to watch her ravaged by such an evil disease.”

“We were told it would be, but God bless her, she didn’t live another year after the diagnosis. She went from needing help with remembering her daily activities to forgetting how to breathe, almost overnight. It was scary, but at the same time, neither my dad nor I wanted to see her suffer. Alzheimer’s can be one of those slow, agonizing diseases, you know?”

I nodded. “I’ve had some friends lose their grandparents to it, but never their parents. I’m sorry. You must miss her terribly.”

He smiled sadly. “I do, and I have a lot of guilt because she didn’t see me get married or get to enjoy having a grandchild.”

I felt terrible for him, considering he was so young, but having lost so much already. “Does your dad live in town then?”

He sighed. “No, he moved to Arizona. I don’t blame him for leaving. He wanted to move away from here and the pain he carried every day. He became a widow at fifty-one and he needed a new start. I see him a lot, but I’m settled here in Little Ivywood and didn’t want to leave.”

I stood up and kissed his lips. “I can understand your feelings. I suppose you’ll only have one child, too?” I joked, but he shook his head. 

“I don’t think so,” he said and I interrupted him. 

“You don’t want kids?” Which surprised me considering he was great with animals and would be great with kids. 

He held up a finger. “I don’t think I want only one. I’ve always seen myself having at least two because I truly think most the time having a sibling is more help than hindrance, especially when your parents are failing. You don’t have to carry all the burdens if you have someone to share them with.”

“I hadn’t thought of it that way, but you’re right. I don’t think about having kids. I suppose because I spend my days with kids, my biological clock gets a daily dose.”

He laughed and took my face in his hands, bringing my lips to his, and kissing them as though he was looking for a lifeline. The kiss heated quickly once his tongue slid inside my mouth and began an organized attack on my libido. We broke apart when I had to breathe, and I rested my head on his chest. 

“We’re supposed to be going to the park,” I said, my voice muffled. 

He rubbed my back. “We’ll get there. I love this outfit, by the way. It’s très sexy.”

I stepped out of his arms and put my phone in my back pocket. “I thought it was more Mission Impossible than sexy.”

“Depends on who’s doing the looking,” he said winking. “Before we go, you didn’t tell me what Tabitha’s problem is.”

I sighed. “She’s upset I got more out of Mabel’s estate than she did. She saw my Instagram picture and her eyes zeroed in on the diamonds. She decided she needed a cut of them.”

He shook his head. “She’s obsessed with this, isn’t she?”

I sighed again. “It seems like it,” I held my hand up, “and before you ask, yes I know the diamonds are real, but she doesn’t. I’ll make sure not to wear the necklace to any family gatherings and she’ll eventually forget about it.”

“You shouldn’t have to do that, Cinn.”

I shrugged. “I shouldn’t, but I’ve lived with her for a lot of years and she eventually tires of whatever it is she’s trying to invest in and moves on.”

“And she wants the money for a business?” he asked, clipping Poopsie’s leash on her while I hooked up Brutus. 

“My dad says she wants to invest in some business, but he didn’t know what it was either. Probably another pyramid scheme like she’s been involved with so many times before.”

“Her history isn’t great when it comes to business ventures?”

I laughed, hysterically, because it was the understatement of the year. “She went to college and has a degree, but she doesn’t actually want to work. She wants to get rich off her good looks, I guess. She has been working as a pole dancer, if you can believe it, but finally quit the job when she lucked into this administrative position. She won’t tell us where or for whom. She will only say she’s a secretary for a ‘very rich man’. I told her to ask him for the money then. She refused and is convinced she can fall into cash with good looks and good luck.”

“And she saw the necklace and decided she could get some money for the business she wants to invest in, if she takes it from you.”

“Essentially,” I answered, opening my door for him. “But enough about her. Let’s go get our work done and try to stop whomever is trying to kill our pets.”

He walked through the door and I locked it behind me, going to my car. “I’ll meet you at the shelter and then we’ll drop off the dogs and pick up the cameras,” I whispered, in light of the whole Mission Impossible thing. 

He gave me the thumbs up and climbed into his car with Poopsie while I got Brutus situated. If I had a choice I would be in bed right now, getting extra shut-eye for the weekend, but this was more important. Whomever this vandal is, they messed with the wrong woman.

Chapter Thirteen
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I looked up at the crook of the tree and frowned. Not only was it too high for me to get to, but I was afraid the camera would be noticeable. Foster was standing close to me and I leaned into his chest and spoke out the side of my mouth. 

“In the daylight, the camera will stick out like a sore thumb if we put it there.”

“I agree, but any higher up and the leaves will obscure any shots it might get.”

We stood in the shadows trying to figure out what to do now. The city’s traffic camera sat up high and angled toward the fence of the dog park. It would catch anyone in the area, but it only sensed traffic and came on when cars were near, not when humans were near. This was a relatively low traffic area at night, so the likelihood of them catching anyone was slim to none.

I noticed a birdhouse on the tree and pointed to it. “What about the birdhouse? Are there any birds in it?”

“No, it’s a dummy birdhouse. Don’t you recognize it?” he asked, pushing me closer to the wooden structure on the tree. It had a mosaic roof made of broken tiles and a slightly crooked perch. 

I turned to him. “My goodness, Lorenzo made it for Mabel when he was like twelve or thirteen.”

His lips were near my ear when he answered. “He sure did. Mabel loved it, but said putting it on a tree at home didn’t make any sense because she was never there, so she brought it here and I helped her hang it up. Must have been about three years ago now.”

My hand was shaking slightly as I pulled out my phone to snap a picture, but he put his hand on mine and shook his head. “The flash might illuminate us.”

I frowned. “You’re right, sorry, I wasn’t thinking. It ran through my mind how happy Lorenzo would be to know she hadn’t thrown it away like he’s thought all these years. Instead she brought it to the place she loved the most.”

He kissed my neck and kept his mouth near my ear. “I’m sure he would love to know about it, but swing by in the daylight and take a picture, or better yet, have him stop over. For now, tell me why you asked about it.”

I held up the small trail cam we had purchased, glad we had gone with a nano size for tight spaces. It was ideal because it only snapped pictures when there was movement in front of it at night and stored the images on a flash drive. Those features meant we didn’t have to leave the camera running for days on end nor did we have to worry about dead batteries. “The birdhouse is flat on the back like a bluebird nesting box. I saw the hole in the front and thought if we put the camera inside the house and then reattached it to the tree, we had a perfect hiding spot for the camera.”

“Good thinking!” he said with excitement in his voice. “Let me see if I can get it off the tree.” He stepped around me and wiggled the box, but the nails held it tight. He pulled out the small hammer he brought along in case we needed to pound something into a tree and used the pry side to get the house off. He laid it on the ground, the back facing us and I knelt next to him on my knees. I hadn’t remembered there was a back on the house. 

“Crud, now what? We can’t put it in the house if there’s a back on it.”

He pulled a screwdriver from his other pocket and flipped the house over, pushing the screwdriver through the hole in the front so it rested in the crevice where the wood joined. He hit the head of the screwdriver carefully with the hammer and I heard the wood cracking.

“I hope Lorenzo forgives me for destroying his hard work,” he said tongue in cheek. After a few more cracks with the screwdriver, he could get the thin piece of wood off the back, nails intact. “Now, if we’re lucky I can put the wood back on it, if we need it. Where’s the camera?” 

I handed it over to him and he tried to fit the camera in the birdhouse, but the strap kept getting in the way. “The strap comes off,” I said, showing him how to unhook it. Once the strap used to hold it to the tree was off the camera, it fit into the box snuggly and, to the casual observer, it would look like a normal birdhouse. He picked up the small piece of plywood he had removed, but the camera stuck out by a hair, and prevented it from going back on. 

“We’ll hang it the way it is and I’ll save the board. Once we’re done playing Spies R Us, I’ll have Lorenzo fix it. He’s learning to be a master carpenter.”

He looked up at me. “Wow, I had no idea. How awesome. You’ll love having a carpenter in the family. Invite them over for a beer and they’re sure to fix whatever door doesn’t swing right or the loose board on the deck.”

I laughed as he nailed the birdhouse back to the tree as quietly as possible then hooked the hammer in his back pocket once he was done. “And you know this how?” I asked as we walked back to the shelter under the cloak of darkness. 

“My dad is a carpenter. He’s working on a new senior living apartment complex in Arizona. He’s earning a free apartment by agreeing to be the handyman once it’s finished. Before he left Little Ivywood he helped me build all the new kennel runs in the back, and put up cabinets he had reclaimed from a project of his, in the exam room. I miss calling him to help me with things.” He laughed a little bit, but I could tell he was serious. He did miss him and I felt bad he had so little family left.

“I know you’re missing your dad more than you miss his skills, but if you need carpentry work done I know Lorenzo would happily help out. He’s always looking for ways to help in the community, so don’t be afraid to ask.”

He put his arm around my shoulder and kissed the top of my head. “I’ll remember that. Maybe we can keep the shelter a family affair after all, even though Mabel is gone.”

“I think Mabel would love for us to be one happy family,” I said, smiling as we walked. “She never invited us to be part of it when she was living. I want to think it was because volunteering at the shelter would make her look weak in our eyes. It sounds odd, since we obviously knew she was working there, but if she didn’t acknowledge it to us, then it didn’t exist. Now, hindsight being twenty-twenty, I wonder if she volunteered at the shelter as a way to help her relieve some of the PTSD she suffered from.”

“It’s the reason she got Brutus after her first dog died. She liked having a big dog because it made her feel safe. Even if she got a slobbering love muffin, he scared people with his size and bark.”

I laughed happily and squeezed his waist since I had my arm around him. “A slobbering love muffin? I love your terminology, and it so describes Brutus.”

“He’s one of a kind; that’s for sure. I swear he could sense when she was anxious and calmed her every time. She especially didn’t like thunderstorms.”

I shook my head. “No, she didn’t, she always hid in the basement with all the lights on. I always thought it odd she did it when the storms weren’t even severe.”

She didn’t hide because the weather was severe.  She used to stay in the adoption room even if it was a passing thundershower, because there were no windows.”

“Why did she hide then? I’ve never figured it out.”

“She told me once when the lightening would come, she knew the thunder was coming after, but she didn’t know when. I guess it had to do with the war. She would hear the crack of the rifle, but not before the bullet whizzed by her.”

“If she didn’t see the lightening then the thunder didn’t bother her?” I asked, trying to figure out the woman I had so clearly never known. 

“She still didn’t like it. She once told me it sounded too much like a gun battle for her not to be on edge. It got to the point where if they were predicting storms she didn’t come to the shelter, but stayed at home in the basement. Did you find anything indicative of it when you moved in?”

We arrived back at the shelter and he unlocked the back door, near where the dogs were sleeping. “She had a little nook down there with a daybed, TV, radio and four lamps. I didn’t put two and two together as far as storms go. I thought she used it when the weather was too hot. She had a frugal streak a mile long and didn’t like using the air conditioning.”

We stopped near the door of the adoption room and I frowned. “The more I find out about her the more I feel like I didn’t know her at all. I feel horrible knowing she suffered the way she did and none of us realized it. Well, at least no one in the family realized it. She seemed to confide in you, a lot.”

His left shoulder went up in a shrug. “Like you said, she didn’t like to look weak in front of her family, so she talked about it with a perfect stranger who had a medical degree.”

I put my arms around him and hugged him, my cheek on his chest. 

“Thank you for being her perfect stranger when she needed you. I have always felt like she pushed everyone away for a reason, but I didn’t understand until now it was because she was afraid a past sin would come back to destroy her current situation.”

“It was a worry for her. She told me she changed her name when she came back from the Vietnam War and left the service. She said there were plenty of enemies who might want her dead, even though she wasn’t in the service anymore.”

“You mean Mabel wasn’t her real name? Wouldn’t my dad know this?” I asked stunned. 

He held his hands up. “I don’t know; she didn’t tell me anything more. I suppose your dad wouldn’t know because he was born after she left the service. She didn’t stay in the Vietnam War long, she said. She apparently left after her part of the war ended shortly after the war began in 1955. Basically, when the fighting ended in Korea in 1953, she jumped right into the conflict in Vietnam. She often wonders if some of the things she did were the reason the war happened. She never said any more than, but being she worked as a sniper it wasn’t hard to figure out what she did in those early months. She told me after being at war for so many years she didn’t have the stomach for it anymore, not that she ever did, but the PTSD had reared its ugly head and she needed out.”

I shook my head a little bit. “I feel like we only knew the person she pretended to be.”

“I guess in a way, you did. She didn’t want you to carry the burdens she carried, which is why she never shared those stories with her family. She also feared she would be shunned for what she did, even though she didn’t have a choice once the government got ahold of her.”

I smoothed Brutus’s head as he came to sit by me, my discord obvious to the animal. “It’s too bad she didn’t seek help for the things that tortured her soul. She might have found happiness instead of bitterness and regret.”

“I think it was a generational thing,” he said, urging me to walk toward his apartment. “They didn’t want to bog down their families with their problems, because their families had enough problems as it were.”

He motioned for me to go up the stairs after the dogs and I stopped with my foot on the stair. “We’re going to your apartment?”

“Only if you want to,” he said, holding his hands up in a ‘don’t shoot me’ position. “I don’t want you to do anything you aren’t comfortable doing. I promise this time not to kiss or hug you.”

I lifted one side of my nose. “You don’t know how to have any fun,” I said, then turned and walked up the stairs, snickering to myself. 

[image: image]

I woke slowly to Brutus licking my face. When I opened one eye, Poopsie was also looking at me from where they stood in front of the couch. It wasn’t my couch though and I felt arms around me, which were heavy in sleep. I slid off the couch onto the floor and shook my head a little bit, trying to wake up. Foster slept heavily, his breathing soft and even. The sun barely shone through the window, which meant it was early, but clearly, the dogs didn’t think so. I tiptoed to the front door and opened it, taking them downstairs to the outdoor run. I let them into the kennel and looked at the clock on the wall. It read five thirty, which meant I had stayed the night at the shelter, in his apartment, wrapped in his arms. 

“What in the hell are you doing, Cinn?” I asked the empty walls. “You’re supposed to be keeping him at arm’s length, not sleeping in his arms.” 

My mind wandered back to last night after we finished installing the cameras. We sat down on the couch, me cuddling into his chest and watched a movie. My eyes were heavy after a busy day, which was all I remembered. He kept his promise and kept his hands, and lips, to himself, but I kind of wished he hadn’t. I banged my forehead on the wall and bit my lip. If I let him kiss me and it went further than kisses, he was going to find out I have more than simple ‘stomach issues’. I wasn’t ready for him to know yet, so I had better stay the course, at least until after Battle of the Bands when I had more time to spend with him. If I gave him time to fall in love with me, maybe the rest wouldn’t matter. I know Josh didn’t love me the way a husband should. He loved me as a best friend, but not as a wife or a lover. I heard scratching on the door and opened it for the dogs to come back into the shelter. I herded them back to the apartment, my goal being to grab my things and to leave without waking Foster. I didn’t want to face the awkwardness which would come from waking up in his apartment. I picked up Poopsie and held Brutus’s collar as we walked up the stairs quietly, only setting Poopsie down when we were on the carpet of the landing. I pushed the door open and let them in, surprised to see Foster had left the couch. I listened closely and could hear water running, so I grabbed my things and snapped Brutus’s leash on, ready to escape when I heard the bathroom door open. 

“Going somewhere?” he asked, his voice still gruff from sleep.

I spun on my heel to face him and smiled. “I wanted to let you sleep, but the dogs had to go out,” I explained.

He pointed at Brutus hooked to his leash. “And that’s why you’re trying to sneak out of here?”

I grimaced and unhooked Brutus again, letting him go to the cushion by the window. I sank to the couch and sighed. 

“No, I thought it would be awkward to stay and have to talk about how I ended up in your arms this the morning.”

He sat next to me, still dressed in his clothes from last night, the same as I was. “What makes it awkward? It’s not like anything happened.”

I nodded. “I know, but...I can’t explain it, okay?”

He shook his head and took my hand. “No, it’s not okay, because I think the reason you feel awkward is because you’re starting to feel something for me and it scares you.”

I half-shrugged, half-sighed and kept my eyes downcast. “I suppose you might be right. Part of me wishes something had happened, but the other part of me knows it can never happen.”

He kissed my hand. “Never say never, beautiful. I know as far as my heart and mind are concerned, I’m falling madly, deeply, and passionately in love with you. It started out as a crush the first day I met you at the dog park, and then it became an infatuation with what could be, but the more time we spent together, the more I felt like this was more than a crush. I’ve spent years protecting my heart and turning away from dating, but then you came along, sat down on a bench next to me, and suddenly I can’t stop thinking about you.”

I held my hand to my mouth, a tremor visible in my fingers. He rubbed his thumb over the knuckles of the other hand and waited for me to say something. “I want to lie to you right now, Foster. I want to run away from you and never look back because it scares me that much to hear you say those words, but I can’t. I can’t lie and say I don’t feel the same way, when I do. I can’t lie and pretend I don’t want to be intimate with you, and spend my free time with you. It does no good to let my brain tell me one thing when my heart clearly has more power.”

“But your brain is still stopping you from doing all those things, right?” he asked, rubbing my back. 

“Is it terrible if the answer is yes?” I asked quietly. 

He shook his head and kissed my cheek. “No, it’s not terrible. I think it’s natural to be cautious after what you went through with Josh.”

I bit my bottom lip. “I don’t want to string you along, and what if I never get to the place where I can trust you with my heart?”

He cupped my cheek with his hand and rubbed the lip I had been biting. “I’m not worried about being strung along. My gut tells me you need time, patience, and knowledge.”

“Time, patience, and knowledge? Of what?”

He kissed my lips then without answering. He had minty fresh breath, something I was sure I didn’t have, but he didn’t seem to mind. He kept his lips on mine when he answered. “Time with me, patience from me, and knowledge I’m whom you’re meant to be with because I won’t hurt you.” He hugged me around my shoulders a gentle smile on his face. 

“You’re wise, Doctor Kern, very wise.” I smiled and he winked. 

“I bet you need to get home and cleaned up for another day of band practice, right?”

“I have time because we’re practicing at the band shell for the next two days, and the bus driver is bringing them over around eleven when it’s our turn to have the park.”

“How are you going to keep The King from hearing you?” he asked, his eyebrows raised. 

I laughed at how he used the nickname without thinking about it. “I’m not, it’s a public place and he can listen all he wants, but the fact is, the competition is in two days. He doesn’t have time to prepare anything else now, regardless of how good he thinks we are. Besides, he can’t seem to get it through his head this is more for fun than a competition. I mean his band is going up against kids who are musical geniuses.”

“It does seem like a no brainer, doesn’t it?”

“How about if we walk over to the dog park with the dogs to make sure the cameras are still in place? Then I’ll head home to get ready and let you start your day. I want to spend a few more minutes with you today, since the next few will be busy.”

He leaned in for a kiss and bit lightly on my bottom lip as it ended, kissing it again to take the sting away. “I’m all for it. Do I still get a front and center seat at the battle?”

“There is no one I would rather have staring at my backside all day,” I answered, sexily. 

He jiggled with laughter and leaned his head back on the couch. “You almost had me there,” he said shaking his finger at me. 

I stood up and winked. “But it’s true.”

“Be careful what you wish for, beautiful, you just might get it,” he whispered. 
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I put the Bug in park and tested my side, bending right and left to see if my temporary fix would get me through today. Earlier, when I was getting ready, I lifted my shirt gingerly when I felt my side burning. It only took one glance to see something was wrong when the skin around the button had red streaks around it. I had seen worse, but it hurt, a lot. I decided maybe the tube being loose for the last week had irritated the skin, so I put ointment on the skin around the tube, then laid gauze pads around it to hold the tube in place tighter and taped it all down. It wasn’t ideal, but I didn’t have time to deal with it today, and I would be seeing the doctor on Monday. My temporary nursing skills should hold me over for a short time. Unfortunately, when I dropped my shirt the button stuck out like a sore thumb and looked bulky under my shirt. I didn’t want Foster to notice it when I was up on stage and ask my parents about it, so I carefully took my shirt off and pulled on a cami tank, then found a silk sleeveless shirt which was loose and billowed around me like a muumuu. It would work for today, considering it was supposed to be hot and I had to direct a band for at least half an hour, not to mention if we won the competition and had to play our winner’s circle piece. 

There was a knock on the window and I looked up quickly. “Hello, Foster.”

“Hi, Cinn. Are you all ready for today?” he asked, his voice a lifeline I had missed the last few days. Thursday morning when I left his house, had been too long to go without seeing him. The thought alone told me I had better be careful.

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” I said opening my door and getting out. I felt a zing of pain go down my side and before I could stop myself, I was asking him a favor. “Would you be able to help me load some of the instruments? I can’t lift a lot of weight and I’m going to need help getting the instruments out of the bus onto the cart.”

He had lifted Brutus out of the car and set him on the ground, brushing off his hands. “Absolutely, babe. I’m your man for all things heavy and awkward. If I can lift Brutus, I can lift a tuba.”

I laughed, watching Brutus stretch out his body after being in the cramped car. “I won’t monopolize too much of your time, but your help would be great, thanks. I’ve checked my bag about ten times and I think I have everything.”

He held the door open for us to enter then closed it, pulling me into his arms. “It’s a big day for you,” he said softly, but with a wonderful bit of encouragement to it. “You have nothing to worry about, though. You’ve got this, Cinn. Don’t stress. Go out and do what you do best, making music.”

I smiled and leaned into him, inhaling the wonderful scent of him. “Right, no stress, only lots of fun and music. Have you heard anything more from the detectives about the hamburger we found?”

He kissed the crook of my neck before he answered. “I heard from them last night. The meat turned up positive for antifreeze, but they can’t tell us anything more. Now it’s up to us to find them some leads. I thought after the Battle of the Bands is over we could start staking out the park at night to watch for the culprit. If you still want to help, anyway,” he said nervously.

I looked up into his honest face, his eyes searching mine. “Of course, I still want to help. It could have easily been Brutus who got sick, not to mention they are sullying my family’s name. We have to catch them.”

He ran a finger down my cheek and across my lips. “We will, but for now you have someplace to be.”

I nodded, my head feeling like it was in slow motion as he leaned down and laid his lips on mine, wishing me good luck with his lips. No one has ever been there for me during these events other than my parents. I whimpered as he kissed me until he pulled away and looked at me questioningly. 

“Are you okay?” he asked, still holding my face. 

I felt the tears on my face before I even realized I was crying. “I’m more than okay. During the kiss, I grasped with my whole heart, how you’re the first person not in my family who has been there for me during this event. I’ve never had anyone come to my concerts other than my family, and I can’t describe what I’m feeling knowing you’ll be there.”

He smiled and wiped away the tears with his thumbs. “Not only am I going to be there, but I’m looking forward to it. You get to see what I do when you’re here, but I want a chance to see what you do so well. And...” he reached for something on the door handle, holding them up, “I have my binoculars ready to watch your backside.”

My tears turned to laughter and I leaned into his chest, while his arms came around me. “You’re like a boy scout, always prepared.” I hugged him tightly in the hope it would get me through the day. “I wouldn’t be too obvious about it though; you will be sitting next to my parents for the entire time.”

He kissed the top of my head. “I think your dad already likes me; it will be alright.”

I looked up at him with a grin on my face. “It’s not my dad I’m worried about,” I answered, winking at the man who held my heart, even if I didn’t want to admit it.

Chapter Fourteen
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I wiped my arm across my forehead, the heat of the day starting to feel unbearable. My kids were next with their ensemble piece and then we would be done and I could relax for the rest of the day. I took a drink of water and tried to wipe my palms on my shorts. I leaned over to Jackie who was behind the curtain with me. “I’ll be right back,” I whispered. She nodded and I took the few stairs to the end of the band shell and sat in the seat next to Foster, who was watching a band from the Cloverleaf District perform. 

I leaned over to him because he was sitting next to Maḿa. “Would you ask Maḿa if she has any Tylenol or Advil? I have a headache.”

He turned and looked at me, his gaze of a doctor, even if I wasn’t an animal. He touched my cheek and frowned. “You’re too hot,” he whispered back and I nodded. 

“It’s hot back there, but one more song and I’m done. Then I can go get some ice to cool down.”

He leaned over to Maḿa who looked at me with a look only a maḿa can give, but dug around in her purse, shaking two Tylenol from a bottle and reaching across Foster with them. I mouthed thank you and waved as I headed back behind the curtain. As soon as I was within sight of my water bottle I took them, praying the pain in my side would lessen with the headache, too.

Jorge tapped me on the shoulder and I leaned over. “What’s up?” I asked, my eyes following where his finger was pointing on the program. “They have Bobby on the bass guitar and you on the bass.”

I took the program from his hands and read it again. “I never looked at the program,” I whispered back. “This isn’t good.”

Jorge nodded. “We need you to conduct, but the rules state if we don’t play the piece as submitted then we have to forfeit.”

I scratched my temple and tried to think of a solution. “We could probably get out of this since they printed it wrong, but it would be cool to have me on the orchestral bass while Bobby’s on the guitar. The problem is, I can’t control the bass. I’m too small.”

“And you need to conduct,” he said again, nervously.

“I could easily use the bass to bring you in on your cues, besides you all did it for months without me, you would be fine. I think this might be The King’s doing, so let’s show him we won’t let him fluster us. I have the music and I can play it.”

“Except you can’t even reach the neck of the bass from the ground,” he reminded me.

“I can’t, and I can’t lift it either, but I know someone who can. Hang on,” I whispered as the band ahead of us finished. 

“Hurry!” he called as I jogged down the stairs carefully and got Foster’s attention. I motioned him over to me and he said something to my parents and then hurried over to where I stood while the band on stage hauled their instruments off. I explained the situation to him and asked him if he could hold the bass for me so I could stand on a stool to play it. 

“Of course, that’s no problem, but do you have a bass here?” he asked, following me back up the stairs. 

“We have one all the schools use, not a problem, but I’m too short to even carry it.”

The kids had gathered around nervously in the back of the curtain and I introduced them to Foster, explaining he would be holding the bass and how I would be cueing them into their parts. 

“Ladies and gentleman, our final ensemble for the day will be performed by Genius Environment and The Pimp, with their conductor, Cinn Dalton, accompanying on bass.”

We heard clapping and hooting from the crowd and the kids ran on while I held the curtain for Foster who carried the bass onto the stage for me, going back for a stool while I helped the kids tune their horns. When they were ready, I wiped my brow and took the microphone. 

“Before the kids play the final piece, I want to thank everyone for coming out on this hot day. The community support for our event always blows me away, and this year has been no different. How about a round of applause for all the volunteers, parents and community members who came out today.” I tucked the mic under my arm and clapped, wondering if I was going to make it through the song. The heat of the day was catching up to me and I couldn’t decide if I wanted to throw up or pass out. I took the mic again even though my hand felt shaky and motioned toward the kids. “After they perform, while the judges are tallying the scores, there are ice cream treats donated by our wonderful sponsors Anderson Dairy at the concessions for everyone.” There was more clapping and I paused long enough for it to die down. 

“The last piece today is Gordon Goodwin’s tribute to the great Count Basie with Beauty and the Beast. The slow jazz groove allows for solos from the trumpet and sax, some mad dynamics from our keyboard, and a shout chorus to keep you swinging. When the kids asked me if they could perform this piece as part of the Battle a few weeks ago, I was blown away by how they played it after only practicing in their garages in the mornings. With a little help from me, they’ve pulled it all together and are ready to wow you this afternoon. Apparently, I’m playing the bass,” I said laughing, and the rest of the crowd joined me, “and though it was a misprint in the program, I will be conducting the band using the bass and hopefully not messing them up since I haven’t played this part before.” Everyone laughed because everyone knew me, and knew Cinn Dalton and ‘mess up’, weren’t words which went together. “Some of you may notice a familiar face on stage. Doctor Foster Kern has been roped into holding the bass for me because it’s twice the size I am. Finally, Emerio will be playing alto sax, which once belonged to the great jazz musician, Mr. Ronald Dorsey. For those of you who missed his solo earlier in the day, he will be playing a solo in this piece as well. We’ve dedicated this Battle of the Bands to Mr. Ronald Dorsey. Let’s give Mr. Dorsey’s family a hand for their wonderful support of youth music in our community.” The crowd broke into another round of applause as I tucked the microphone back in the stand. Foster held out his hand to me as I stepped up on the stool, grabbing the neck of the instrument. 

The kids grouped themselves close to me, so I counted out the measure and they led right into the piece like butter. I followed my music, playing as few notes as possible except when I needed to bring another player in, and then backing off again, letting Bobby and Lillianna carry the beat for the rest of the band. Each one of them nailed their solos as they came and went and Jorge pulled off the dynamics on the keyboard in a way I have never heard before. By the time the song hit the final note the crowd was on their feet, some dancing, others clapping along. It was then I remembered why I did this event every year in the hot California sun. 
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“What a day,” I said, sitting in the passenger seat of my car while he drove me back to the shelter to get Brutus. 

“It was a fantastic day of music. Color me completely impressed because those kids, and you teachers, should be applauded for that kind of devotion to your craft. There wasn’t a band there who didn’t display total professionalism.”

I leaned my head back on the headrest. “Except maybe The King,” I pointed out. “He had to get a few jabs in at me backstage.”

He looked at me as he turned into the parking lot. “What did he say?”

I thought back to the seconds before my band went on when he thought he could throw me by reminding me of all the things which happened in the past. It didn’t, but I couldn’t tell him what they were. 

“Nothing important or different than what he usually does. He’s inconsequential as far as I’m concerned, but he’s always a burr in my side.”

He shook his head a little bit. “People like him confuse me. Why do they want to be miserable all the time? Wouldn’t it be easier to live and let live?”

“For you and me it would be, but personally, I think he finds enjoyment in making people unhappy,” I said, sighing as the bottle of cold water I held to my face started to cool me. 

“He can make people as unhappy as he wants, but in the end your band took home the biggest trophy of the day and a few more,” he said, putting the car in park. 

“No, Cloverleaf took home best overall band,” I reminded him. 

“That’s not the trophy I was talking about, babe. I meant the trophy for best sportsmanship. It was the biggest trophy because your kids are confident in who they are and who’s raising them. They’re also incredibly humble in my opinion.”

“I’ve never thought of it that way, but you’re right. They are humble and gracious even when they don’t have to be. The King picked and picked on us all day, but we didn’t let it get to us. I’m thrilled we didn’t win overall band.”

He helped me out of the car and walked with me to the backdoor. “You are?”

I nodded. “Since the fundraiser is for our school it would look bad if we kept winning the battle. It’s a given we’re going to be the best because our band is full of musical geniuses. I’m glad they found a way to judge it so we don’t get the award every year. It keeps the other bands interested in coming back. I felt especially gratified when Cloverleaf won and The King got nothing.”

The dogs raced up to meet us and I knelt next to Brutus and hugged him. He was so big and soft I wanted to rest on him for days. 

“It helped when your ensemble won, though. Have I told you how downright amazing I think you are? You’re so talented, and not only at music, but at teaching. The kids look up to you almost the way they would a big sister. You can see the bond they have with you on their faces as they play,” he said. 

I stood and slipped my arms around him, resting my head on his chest, wishing I felt better. I wanted to stay, but I also wanted a cold shower and my bed. 

“Thank you. I like to think it’s because I listen to them when we pick out music and when they don’t like a piece or what have you. If I hadn’t listened to them flesh out why they wanted to play Beauty and the Beast a few weeks ago, they wouldn’t have a fantastic trophy for the case this year.”

He kissed the top of my head and rested his cheek there, his hands coming up to take my face. “Sweetheart, are you feeling okay? You’re hot, and I don’t mean the way you look, well you are hot, but you know what I mean. You’re burning up.”

I nodded, my lids feeling heavy the longer we stood in the hallway. “I don’t feel well at all.” I was leaning into him and his hands were holding me up. He took hold of my shoulders and steered me into an exam room where he sat me in a chair. He grabbed his stethoscope and a thermometer. 

“I’m going to take your temperature with this. It goes across your forehead and behind your ear.” I nodded and he did the swipe watching the read out. He held the thermometer out to me. “It’s one hundred and two Fahrenheit. Either you have heat stroke or you have an infection or a virus.”

I leaned my head against the wall because it felt heavy on my neck. I knew why I had a fever. My side had long passed a minor twinge and morphed into a major pain. I didn’t want to tell him, but I probably needed to go to the hospital and he would want to know why. 

“If I show you something will you promise not to end whatever this is between us?” I asked, my voice sounding far away to my ears. Even in my stupor I didn’t miss the pleading tone to it.

“Of course, Cinn. I think you better show me what’s going on, so I can make a medical decision about treatment,” he said, his voice and body all professional now. I lifted my shirt gingerly and heard him gasp. “Cinn, your whole side is red streaked and hot. I’m going to guess it’s a nasty cellulitis.” He pulled on a pair of gloves and removed the tape and gauze I had put on this morning. His lips went into a grim line and he looked up at me. “I guess I know where it’s coming from.”

He stood up and I sighed, knowing he would be done with me after seeing the truth. He came back over to my chair and held up a roll of gauze. 

“I’m going to wrap this around your abdomen to cover your port until I get you to the hospital. I want you to lean forward and rest your head on my shoulder.”

I did what he said carefully, so I didn’t twist the already sore spot. He wrapped the gauze around my waist multiple times and let my shirt fall back down over it. “Okay, babe, it’s time to go to the hospital,” he said, but I felt comfortable on his shoulder and didn’t want to move. I wanted to go to sleep and hope I felt better in the morning. 

He was shaking me gently now and trying to get a response out of me, but I was too tired and my tongue felt heavy inside my mouth. He sat me backwards and held my face, his eyes roaming over me and I closed mine. I didn’t want to see his eyes when he realized how complicated my life is.

Chapter Fifteen
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The beeping sound I woke to could only mean one thing; the hospital. I kept my eyes closed and tried to clear the fog from my mind. It had to be late, since the last thing I remembered was seeing my doctor talking to Maḿa. My side hurt, but it was a different kind of pain now than it was earlier. I didn’t feel like I had a fever anymore, but it may be the pain relievers they gave me. I could feel the IV line burning in my arm and I tried to fight back tears, but could feel them running hot and wet down my cheeks. There was rustling and then a tissue wiped them away. 

“You’re okay, Cinn,” said a deep voice I recognized all too well. “You’re probably feeling out of it and sore. Take your time waking up,” he encouraged. 

I felt him slip his other hand in mine which lay on the bed. I had to be out of it if I thought Foster had stayed all this time. It took me a few more minutes, but eventually I managed to get my eyes open to see Foster holding my hand from a chair next to my bed. 

“Hi,” I croaked. 

He squeezed my hand and smiled the smile which told me he was relieved and happy at the same time. “Hi yourself. I’m happy to see you awake. You scared me to the point I couldn’t think, sweetheart. Thankfully, your parents were able to explain things to me.”

I rolled my head back and forth a little, looking for a clock. It was dark outside, but that was all I could tell. “What time is it?” I asked as he held a cup with a straw in it. 

“It’s almost midnight. Have a drink,” he ordered and I wrapped my lips around the straw sucking in carefully, not wanting to choke on the water and have to cough. With my abdomen all torn up, coughing would be painful for a few days. 

“Did my parents leave?” I asked, watching his face for lies or half-truths.

“No, they’re down in the family room sleeping. I told them I would stay here with you and go get them when you woke up. They couldn’t stay awake after the long afternoon.”

I nodded and liked how he still held my hand even as I lay in the hospital bed. “All I remember is being in the exam room with you and being overheated.”

He rubbed a finger down my cheek. “I’m pleased to report you’re much cooler now, but you scared me something fierce. I was bandaging your side so I could bring you here when you passed out on my shoulder. I called the paramedics, and then your parents, and followed the ambulance here.”

My eyes got wide and I clenched his hand. “Brutus! He’s at the shelter still,” I cried. 

“Shhhh, he’s fine. I went back to the shelter while you were in surgery and fed them. Then I called Kerrigan and she’s going to stay with them for the night. They have the run of the shelter anyway, so I’m not worried. Stay calm.”

I relaxed against the pillow again and rested my hand on my forehead. “Surgery was involved?” 

His lips pulled into a thin line. “They had to clean out the infection, and granulation tissue around the G-tube. Instead of suturing the edges of the stoma to make it smaller again, and risk not getting the infection cleared from the skin, Doctor Reed placed a bigger diameter button. He thinks the new sized button, along with a heavy dose of antibiotics and rest, will do the trick. I can’t speak for him, though. He’ll be in tomorrow morning to talk to you. He mentioned you had made an appointment for Monday with him, but he didn’t know why.”

I shifted on the bed, trying to get more comfortable. “I made the appointment because the button was too loose. It kept getting snagged on my clothes, and moved too much in the stoma, but I used the gauze to protect it and thought it would get me through until Monday.”

“I guess not,” he said frowning. 

I shrugged. “The first available appointment was Monday morning. I didn’t have a lot of choice in the matter other than to go to the ER, but I didn’t know it was infected. I thought the movement of the tube was causing the soreness.”

He brushed a piece of hair back off the oxygen tube over my cheek. “It’s okay; please don’t get worked up about it. Doctor Reed felt terrible when he realized his staff didn’t notify him of your problem. He would have worked you in.”

“What’s done is done,” I said weakly, resting on the pillow again. “Did they tell you how long I have to be in here?”

“Doctor Reed said tonight and maybe tomorrow, but he will be in tomorrow to decide.” I tried to open my mouth, but he put his finger to my lips. “I’ll keep Brutus. He’ll be fine with Poopsie until you’re released, and maybe a few days after. You can’t take care of him until you’ve healed a little bit. He’s not a little dog.”

I laughed carefully. “That’s an understatement, but I can’t ask you to do it either. You have a job and a life. I’ll ask my parents.”

He grinned. “Your dad already offered me a sizable donation to the shelter if I’ll board him for you.” He winked, and I knew he was joking around, but I still felt bad. “For now, I think you should close your eyes and rest some more while I go get your mom. She was adamant she wanted to know the instant you woke up, and I’ve already waited too long.”

He stood, but I held onto his hand. “She won’t know; she’s sleeping. Stay for a minute?”

He sat and kept hold of my hand, his hand trailing up and down my forearm nervously. “I’m glad you’re going to be okay after a little rest.”

I nodded. “Did they tell you why I have the feeding tube?” 

He brushed a piece of hair off my forehead and kissed the skin above my brow. “Your mom and dad did while we waited during the surgery.”

“Did they tell you about Josh then, too?” I asked, my voice weak, which I hated.

He shook his head. “No, they told me it would be best if I talked to you. I agree with them, but not right now. You need to rest, and tomorrow morning I promise you things will be better.”

“Will they be?” I asked. I couldn’t hide the tremor in my voice or the tears that fell down my cheeks. 

He sat on the edge of the bed and wiped them away. “All of this is wrapped up in why Josh and you divorced, right?”

“All of this is the reason we divorced,” I clarified. “I understand I have challenges which are a lot to face for any guy. There are medications, hospital bills, and time off work. I don’t want this to go any further than it has if you can’t deal with it. This is me and it will never change.”

He took my hand off the bed again and held it on his lap. “Cinn, I’m not Josh. I’m not a man who walks away because the going gets tough. My feelings for you have nothing to do with being your best friend, at least not just your best friend. I want to be everything to you. I know it will take some time for you to believe, but the truth is, I’m not here out of some misguided devotion to your grandmother. I’m here because when you passed out on my shoulder and I didn’t know why, or how to help you, I knew the feelings coursing through me were more than friendship. I’m a doctor, even if it is for animals, but the same principles apply. I should have been able to stabilize you and get you medical attention. Instead, I screamed at the 911 operator to stop talking and send help, and then ran with you in my arms to the ambulance. Most of those ten minutes this afternoon are nothing more than a blur in my mind, and maybe they will come back to me later, but right then I knew the truth. The woman they had taken from my arms was the woman I loved and I had to do everything in my power to make sure she was okay.” 

My heart stopped beating for a second, and I knew it did because you saw the blip on the screen. “You might want to hold off on the L word until you know exactly what being involved with me means, Foster.”

“I’m a big boy, Cinn, literally and figuratively. I know what it means to be involved with you. It means great music and conversation, laughter, secret missions, sexy kisses, and a lifetime of good times, mixed with occasional bad times. We can get through the bad times together, if we trust each other.”

I nodded, tears hot on my cheeks again. He wiped them away and kissed my temple, the oxygen tube in the way of anything sexier. He stood and handed me a tissue, then kissed my knuckles. “I’m going to go get your mom, and if she sees you in tears she won’t let me see you anymore.”

I laughed and wiped away the last few. “We don’t want you in trouble.”

He shook his head. “No, we don’t. For the record, I didn’t plan on saying I love you tonight, but the look of absolute terror in your eyes was more than my heart could handle. I’ll say it three hundred times an hour if I need to, but I’m not going anywhere. I’ll wait in the family room when your parents are visiting. They won’t let them stay long I’m sure, but they’ll want to see you.”

I looked up at him and smiled. “Then they won’t let you stay either. I’ll be okay until morning. I’m sure you’re exhausted.”

He pointed at the chair by the bed. “I’m here for the night. When the nurses asked us which loved one would be staying in the room with you, your dad pointed to me. The nurses even brought me this great recliner to sleep in. No way am I leaving. I’ll be back when your parents leave. I’m assuming you’re going to try and make them go home for the night.”

I smiled weakly and nodded. “They’ll need to rest. Maḿa has church in the morning.”

He shook his finger at me. “Funny you should mention church. I think I know where you get your musical talent from; it sounds like your mom is a real musical genius in her own right.”

I gave him the one-handed palm up. “I could have told you, but then what would you have had to talk about and learn about each other while you waited?” I winked and he laughed shaking his head. He bent down and kissed my lips, regardless of the oxygen tube in my nose. 

“Wait here and I’ll send your beautiful mother down to see her beautiful daughter.”

He went to the door and I called out to him. “Foster?” He paused and turned. “Thanks for everything.” He smiled and nodded then disappeared down the hall.
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I crinkled my nose and opened my eyes, looking straight into the snout of my not so little dog. He was panting in my face, the smell unpleasant to wake to after a good nap. 

I rubbed his head and he rewarded me with a swipe of his tongue up my arm. “Hey, big guy. Did you miss me?”

He laid his head on the edge of the bed while I continued to scratch his ears. Since I got home, he hasn’t let me out of his sight for more than a few hours. Technically, I’m not home, I’m at Foster’s, sleeping in Foster’s bed, and showering in Foster’s shower. When Doctor Reed came into my room and explained what happened, it didn’t surprise me. What surprised me was when he told me how the therapy was working and my Crohn’s disease seemed to be stable, if not improved. The IV antibiotics required me to stay in the hospital for three days, and he refused to release me from the hospital unless I had someone who would agree to stay with me. My parents would have, but they both work during the day, and I had Brutus to deal with. Foster took charge and immediately offered to keep Brutus at the shelter and me in his apartment, at least for a few days. 

It has been a few days, and I know it’s time for me to go home, but it feels good to stay here and to know he helps me because he loves me. I can’t say it doesn’t complicate matters, because it does, but when you’re hurting, it helps to have someone who holds your hand. Maḿa has been over multiple times in the last few days to bring us food, and to check on me. I knew after tonight I would have to go home and resume my life, independent of Foster, at least as independent as I can be from the man who loves me, and when I’m being honest with myself, the man I love. I haven’t been able to say it back to him, something keeps stopping the words when I try. He’s completely different than any man I’ve ever dated, but considering my less than stellar track record with men, it seems different is what I needed. 

“I lost track of him,” Foster said from the doorway of the bedroom. “Considering his size, he’s surprisingly light on his feet. Did he wake you?”

I stretched carefully and sat up gingerly, pleased when my side didn’t burn as badly as yesterday. “He did, but it’s time to get up anyway.”

He came into the room and helped me up, my pajama bottoms almost falling off. He grabbed them last minute and pulled them up carefully around my waist. “Looks like you need your pants taken in a bit.” He was laughing, but what he meant was I had lost weight. 

I shrugged. “I can’t do anything about the weight loss. Once I’ve healed I’ll be able to put weight back on.”

He nodded and kept his face nonjudgmental. “I know. I’m worried about you, that’s all. I’m sure you wish people didn’t worry about you so much, but it’s a natural human thing.”

“I know,” I whispered, looking down at the floor. I had been having a hard time looking him in the eye and I knew it was because I hadn’t told him everything yet. “I think it’s time we talk.”

He nodded, holding my arm as we walked into the living room. Brutus walked to a giant bed and lay down. I pointed at it. “Where did you get that? It’s one serious bed.”

He smiled, helping me sit down on the couch. “I bought it from my supplier and he delivered it this afternoon. I thought Brutus should be comfortable when he’s here and there’s room for Poopsie, too.”

Poopsie heard her name and stood, doing her half-skip, half-gallop to the couch where Foster grabbed her before she jumped on me. He lifted her to sit by me and I pet her, letting her kiss my face a few times from happiness. 

“I missed you too, girlie. I didn’t know you cared about me; I always thought you only had eyes for Brutus.”

Foster snickered and rubbed the dog under the chin. “Dogs sense when someone is sick or injured, which is why they’re such good therapy animals. Poopsie is a lover, though it’s taken a few years for her to trust people completely again. She came from a home with a child who abused her. I knew she would come around with enough love and care, and she has.”

I frowned, hugging the little dog close to me. “I didn’t know, how terrible. She’s such a sweetheart I never would have guessed. Maybe it’s the reason she hangs with the big dogs? They’re like her protector?” 

“It could be, though she loves dogs of all sizes. She has a special bond with Brutus, though. Probably because when Mabel was alive she was here all the time, and so was Brutus.”

I nodded. “Makes total sense.” I kept nodding, even though I wanted to say more. I wanted to say anything to make this feeling of impending doom I felt in the pit of my stomach go away. I noticed the coffee table had a tray of medical supplies sitting on it and I pointed to it. “What’s all this?”

He set Poopsie down on the floor and took her spot, turning slightly to look at me. “Supplies we need to change the bandage on your stoma and clean the wound. Remember the doctor saying we should check it forty-eight hours after you left the hospital?”

“I remember, but I don’t think he meant you had to do it.”

He took my hand off my leg and squeezed it. “I don’t suppose he did, but at the same time, you can’t do it yourself.”

I sat up straight immediately. “I sure as hell can. I’ve done it for years alone. I don’t need a man to do anything for me!”

He didn’t let go of my hand, but he did remain quiet for a few minutes after my outburst until I sank back into the couch exhausted. I don’t know how long we sat on the couch, me staring straight ahead and him seeming happy to stare at my lap. 

“I’m sorry,” I said softly. “That was uncalled for.”

“Maybe, but if it’s truly how you feel then it’s perfectly all right. I would like to know why you feel that way, though,” he answered, still holding my hand.

I took a deep, shuddering breath, wondering how to bring it all together in a concise and unemotional way. “Like I said, we need to talk.”

Chapter Sixteen
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After my outburst, he stood, pointing to the kitchen. “I’ll get you some ice water while you change the bandages, then we’ll talk.”

He stood and I kept hold of his hand, keeping him near me. “I probably could use your help, if you’re still willing. My side is sore and I’ll probably irritate it if I lean over to see the wound. Once it heals and doesn’t hurt anymore I can do it myself again, I’m sure.”

He smiled easily and I saw in his eyes it meant more to him that I explained why I wanted the help, rather than throw him a bone and pretend I needed his help. “I’d be glad to help. The nurses showed me what to do, but if I hurt you, tell me. Deal?” 

I nodded and pulled up my pajama top, tucking the edge of it into my bra. He pulled on a pair of sterile gloves and carefully peeled the tape off my side and laid the used gauze on the tray. He picked up a mirror and handed it to me. “You have more experience with what your stoma looked like before the infection than I do. I thought the mirror would help you see it better. Tell me if you’re concerned about any part of it.”

I handed the mirror back to him. “Would you hold it in the right place for me? You can get it closer.”

“Sure,” he said, taking the mirror and holding it below the button, turning it to all angles so I could see the full circle of skin. 

I smiled at what I saw. “It looks so much better than it did Saturday. There isn’t even any granulation tissue. Wow, I’m impressed with how good it looks.”

He set the mirror back down and snapped the gloves off, pumping on some hand sanitizer again. “Good, it’s a relief to hear you agree. Doctor Reed sent some silver nitrate for me to apply daily if the granulation returns, but he cleaned it all out and hoped he had solved the problem.”

“He said I don’t have to keep it bandaged after today, right?” I asked and he nodded. 

“But, he said it will probably ooze so it would be smart to let it get air, but put a bandage over it at night. I came up with a solution for during the day, if you want to hear it.”

I motioned for him to tell me. “Of course, I want to hear it. I want to leave it open, but I’m afraid if I bump it, I’ll damage it again.”

He reached over and picked up a box, holding it out to me. “Open it.”

I lifted the lid off the box and inside were circles of cloth with a hole cut in the middle and stitched over. I lifted one out of the box and turned it over. “What is this?” I asked looking up at him. 

He took it from my hand. “Your mom told me you’re a Disney fan, which worked out because my choices were Mickey Mouse or Cars.” I grinned at his words, because it was true, I love Disney. “Anyway, I asked a friend of mine, who’s a pediatric nurse, what they do to protect the skin of their patients and she suggested these. They’re washable and you slip them between the button and the skin. It protects the skin, but still allows air to get to it, and it keeps the button from moving. Do you want me to show you?”

I nodded, biting back tears as he slipped the round patch around the stem of the button and let it rest. It felt good, preventing the button from moving side-to-side. “It fits nicely. I see why they use them for the kids.”

“It’s soft. I like it, thank you,” I said, my voice thick with tears. 

“I’m glad I could help.” He picked up a band-like strap off the table. “She also gave me one of these. She said they use them for the older kids who are more active. It’s spandex and goes around your waist. This part,” he explained, the oblong flap opening with Velcro, “let’s you access the button if you need it, but closes over and holds it in place when it isn’t being used. I thought it might prevent some of the irritation directing the band causes and your clothes won’t catch on the button. You can’t wear it until the skin is completely healed, though.”

I nodded quickly, unable to stop the trembling of my chin or the tears in my eyes. “They will both help a lot. I know I let this go longer than I should have, but I did try to get in to see the doctor.”

He laid the band down and sat next to me, pulling me over carefully to his shoulder, so he could hug me. “Hey, I’m not judging you. Don’t cry, please.”

I wiped the tears from my cheek. “I’m not crying because this happened. I’m crying because you’re so caring. No one else in my life would think to ask another professional for tips or products to help me.”

He used his thumb to wipe away a tear. “I don’t like seeing you in pain or scared. I saw both of those things last Saturday and I’ll do anything not to see it again for a good long time. I know logically it will happen again, but all the same. Up until then, I didn’t know there was a thing wrong with you. Though I did wonder about the Ensure shake I found the day we went to pick up the saxophone.”

I laughed and groaned at the same time. “I wondered why you never asked about it, to be honest. I probably would have melted into the seat if you had.”

“Why?”

“Ahhh, the question of the day, right?” I asked and he had to give me the ‘I guess so’ look. “When I turned sixteen I didn’t feel well. I thought it was because I had been touring and hadn’t been eating right. The band I was with sent me home, because I was too weak to play. The day after I got home, Lorenzo found me in my room, vomiting blood. My parents took me to the doctor and they diagnosed me with Crohn's disease.”

“You’ve had this for a long time,” he deduced. 

“Over a decade and it’s the reason I stopped touring. I tried to go back after the diagnosis, but I couldn’t get through a concert without,” I waved my hand around and rolled my eyes, “using the bathroom.”

“Why are you embarrassed because you have a legitimate disease?” he asked, his head cocked to the side. 

“Maybe because I’m sitting here talking to my boyfriend about my bowel disease?” I asked and a smile took over his whole face. 

“So, I’m your boyfriend?” he asked. 

I looked coyly at him from under my eyebrows. “Do you want to be my boyfriend?” I volleyed and he leaned down and kissed me on the lips once. 

“Like you don’t know,” he whispered, a hairsbreadth from my lips. 

“Then I guess I’m sitting here talking about my bowel disease with my boyfriend. Though, it’s only fair you know now rather than later, in case...”

“In case I don’t want to be your boyfriend?” he asked.

I shrugged. “I wouldn’t blame you. I mean my ex-husband didn’t even want to stay married to me and he already knew about it when we got married.”

“Tell me what happened then and maybe it will make it easier for you to tell me about what you live with as far as the disease.”

He got up and pulled a water bottle from the fridge, bringing it to me and settling in next to me again. I sipped from the bottle and tried to put my thoughts in order. This wouldn’t be easy, but in the end, it would be worth it to know where I stood with him. 

“Josh and I had been married about three years when I started losing weight, like a lot of weight. I lost fifty pounds in two months. I didn’t have a lot to spare as it was, but by the time they checked me into the hospital I looked cachectic and couldn’t even function anymore.”

He rubbed my shoulder gently as I spoke and it made me feel safe, even telling this story. 

“Had the Crohn’s disease flared up?” he asked and I nodded. 

“It did, and to be honest I let it happen because I could see Josh pulling away from me. We were already nothing more than roommates, as we discovered while we loved each other, we didn’t love each other well in bed. If I hadn’t been so scared, I probably would have been able to see we needed to move on with our lives without each other.”

“When we’re sick we need someone who loves us to take care of us. I can understand why you weren’t in the position to think about getting a divorce if you were sick.”

“Everything in life usually has a ‘in hindsight’ moment, and for me the moment came when Josh found out how sick I was and walked away.”

“He waited until you were well at least, right?” he asked.

I laughed weakly and shook my head a little. “I wish he had, but no. He found out I needed a feeding tube for life and a special diet, not to mention exorbitantly expensive medication, and he waved goodbye as I lay in a hospital bed.”

“What a jack-” he started to say and I held up my hand. 

“In Josh’s defense, we were kids, Foster. We were both scared and reacted poorly. He and I came to an understanding once I healed. We couldn’t stay in the marriage together any longer. We had to move on. He asked for my forgiveness for being immature and I openly gave it to him. He was still my best friend, even if he became my ex-husband.”

“So, now the two of you are best friends again,” he said, but it came out in a sort of strange sounding question. 

I shook my head again. “No, it didn’t work out the way I expected it to. Now we’re friends on Facebook, and when big things happen like marriage and babies we let each other know, but we aren’t close anymore. It’s the way it has to be.”

“Because you were still angry with him?”

I shook my head and held his hand. “No, I’m not angry with him. I put distance between us because, after the divorce was final, I realized I couldn’t be his best friend anymore. That job goes to his wife, and to my husband. If we continued to stay so closely bound to each other, the dynamics wouldn’t allow for either of us to find the person we were meant to be with. He found his, and I’m happy for him.”

“But you haven’t found yours,” he finished. 

“Up until a month ago, I hadn’t. Now, I’m not so sure,” I said, smiling at him. “Now there’s this guy who didn’t run away when he had the chance. Instead, he held my hand, comforted my parents, took care of my moose of a dog, and went out of his way to find ways to make me more comfortable. I think it’s a good start at being the kind of best friend I’ve been looking for, and need, in my life.”

He nodded a few times, a smile on his face, but I could see in his eyes how much it meant to him that I shared how I was feeling. “You don’t know how much I needed to hear you say those words,” he whispered. “Are you feeling up to a kiss?”

All I did was turn my face to his and he lowered his lips to mine, his eyes open, staring into my soul. I brought my arms up and wrapped them around his neck, holding him to me, as his lips massaged mine into plump, well-loved flesh. My eyes fluttered closed and it felt so comforting to share a kiss with him I sighed happily, the events of the last few days disappearing from my memory. His lips traveled to my jaw line and then to my ear where he whispered, “I’m so glad you’re here, Cinn.”

I didn’t let go of his neck, just held him to me and enjoyed the feeling of his soft chest against mine. “I’m so glad you’re still here, Foster.”

He leaned back and I reluctantly let him go, dropping my hands to my lap where he immediately picked them up. “I interrupted your story. Go on,” he said, holding my hands loosely in his as he leaned back on the couch. 

“Right, my story,” I said, sighing. “I’m going to be frank here because you’re a doctor, even if it is animals, and it’s going to take me twice as long if I don’t.” 

He kissed the knuckles of my left hand. “Please, be frank. I want to have an open conversation with you and I’m fully aware of what Crohn’s disease does and what the symptoms are. You don’t have to be embarrassed.”

I leaned my head back on the couch. “I don’t have to be, but I still am, for the record. Maybe it will improve over time, but you’ll have to give me time. It’s hard for me.” He nodded his acknowledgement and I dove into the story. “Since I had what they considered intractable diarrhea, they decided I needed to be on dietary rest. They put in a G-tube and after a month of steady nutrition through a nutrient rich formula, I gained enough weight so they pulled the tube and put me on a low residue diet. Unfortunately, it didn’t last once I started eating, even being strict about the diet. I began losing weight again, so we decided to try the G-button. It took nearly a year to get back on my feet and healthy, but I never could wean off the tube feeds. I’ll have it for the rest of my life, you might as well understand it will never improve to the point I don’t need it. I usually do a tube feeding in the morning and evening and then snack during the day. I still follow the low residue diet when I do eat, which is why I’ve ordered some odd things when we have been out together. At the same time they put in the G-tube, I started new anti-inflammatory and corticosteroid medications which seem to have improved the disease, at least according to Doctor Reed.”

He nodded. “That’s what he told us after he did the surgery. Your mom started crying she was so happy. It seems like she carries a lot of guilt about it.”

I ran my hand through my hair and dropped it again. “She does, and I don’t know why. It’s no one’s fault I have this, but she thinks it happened because she pushed me too hard with my music. She didn’t, but she’s a maḿa so there’s no convincing her.”

He laughed quietly. “Funny, she said the same thing when I told her she shouldn’t be so hard on herself.”

One side of my lips tipped up. “That’s Maḿa, but I love her. She’s the most amazing, supportive, loving, and accepting woman I’ve ever met. She had to be to forgive Mabel for all her transgressions.”

“Speaking of Mabel, is this the jam she helped you out of?” he asked and I looked down at my hands on my lap. It seemed Brutus knew I needed him because he laid his head on my lap before I even noticed he had moved. I smoothed his soft fur as Foster rubbed my back slowly, patiently waiting for me to answer. 

“I’m afraid if I talk about it, I’ll start crying,” I whispered, already feeling the tears well up. 

“Then you don’t have to talk about it,” he answered. “It was an honest, innocent question, but I can tell the answer is much more involved than I expected. Whatever it was, I’m glad Mabel was there to help you.”

I nodded, making eye contact with Brutus who looked at me innocently, his eyes darting to Foster every few seconds. I knew he wanted me to tell him, but I had guarded my secret for so many years, only Mabel and my parents knew the truth. 

“Only three people know about this and one is dead,” I explained. “Everyone else thinks I went back into the hospital because of the Crohn’s disease, but that wasn’t the case at all.”

His hand faltered in its rhythm as he rubbed my neck. “You were back in the hospital because you tried to commit suicide, right?” he asked. 

I jolted upright to look at him and the pain in my side was like a hot poker. I bent over, gasping for air and Brutus whined then pawed on my leg. Brutus disappeared and Foster was on his knees in front of me. 

“Take small breaths, like this,” he said, showing me how to breathe until the pain subsided and I could move again. He helped me sit back against the couch, and then went to the kitchen and took out an icepack, bringing it back to where I sat. “Hold it on the muscles near the bottom of the ribs. It should help.”

I took it from him. “Thanks,” I said, my voice still breathy from the pain. I tucked part of it in my pants and let the icepack rest on the sore spot, letting my shirt fall back over it. 

“I’m sorry for upsetting you. Let me help you back to bed,” he said, but I shook my head. 

“I don’t want to go back to bed. I want to get this all out in the open before I spend another night in your bed. It’s sweet torture because your cologne still lingers there and it makes me want you even more than I already do. I need to know if your love is something I can’t have.”

“Why do you think your health issues would keep me from wanting to be with you? Aside from Josh, of course.”

I shrugged carefully. “I don’t know except when it comes to men I have no self-esteem. Part of it is because it’s difficult to talk about something like bowel disease with someone you like romantically, and part of it is I’m afraid of feeling the way I did when Josh walked away, and doing something stupid again.”

“I know it’s difficult, but the right guy isn’t going to walk away because you have bowel disease. For the record, I don’t think attempting suicide is stupid necessarily. I think you were hurting, physically and emotionally, and you wanted it to go away.”

I nodded, biting my lip. “I wanted to rest,” I whispered, tears flooding me. “I wanted to be a normal twenty-one-year-old woman, but I knew it was never going to happen.”

He kissed my temple and I leaned over into his chest, letting him comfort me. “Maybe not, but from what I can see you’ve made your normal, outstanding. You’ve risen from the ashes of that time and turned your passion for music into a lifelong career. You have nothing to be ashamed of.”

“Don’t get me wrong. I’m incredibly proud of whom I’ve become since those days six years ago. I hit rock bottom and if it hadn’t been for Mabel I would be dead.”

He pulled back to look at me. “I thought she only paid for everything.”

“She did, but she also saved my life. I had been staying at her house during the day while I recovered. She was home and able to help me while my parents worked. I was so despondent one day while she was at the shelter, I swallowed two bottles of pills. She came home and found me unresponsive then found the bottles empty on the bed table. I guess I should have thrown them out, but I honestly didn’t care. I wanted to slip into oblivion and I didn’t care about anything else. Her military training must have kicked in because she grabbed the syringe I used for flushing the button and started pumping my stomach. By the time the EMTs arrived, she had most of the pills accounted for. I came to in the ambulance and couldn’t believe what they were telling me. She refused to let anyone mention it again, but if she hadn’t come home when she did, and hadn’t had the guts to take the proper actions, I would have died. I’m so grateful I didn’t,” I said, my voice still wobbly with tears. “I miss her.”

He hugged me again and kissed the top of my head. “I do, too, sweetheart. I do, too.”

Chapter Seventeen

[image: image]

There was a knock on the door and Brutus let out one woof. I stood slowly, making sure not to pull on the one last sore spot on my side. I stayed a few more days with Foster and then went home, only to find while I was gone Lorenzo and my dad finished the home studio in my basement. It was more than functional, it was beautiful. I started to cry and my brother was incredibly embarrassed his gift made me so emotional. His carpentry skills were second to none and the room looked like it had been there since day one. He made the room aesthetically pleasing and practical, as well. I found myself in the room the last few mornings since I’ve been home, playing through music I want the kids to play at the beginning of the year. I also found myself thinking about how the room would make a nice guest bedroom if I replaced the window in it with an egress window.

Why I was thinking about needing extra bedrooms I didn’t know, except to think maybe I was in love with a man who helped me see I could have a long life filled with a man who loves me and children we could raise together. Yet, the three words ‘I, love, you’ were not easy for me to say. Maybe because I didn’t dare dream about something most people simply assume will happen in their lives. It’s possible I’ll never be able to have children while on medication, but it doesn’t mean I can’t make a family with Foster.

Speaking of kids, as soon as they heard I was sick they convinced the bus driver to bring them to Little Ivywood to visit. When they left the shelter, they went directly to the dog park and mowed, pulled weeds, and even polished Mabel’s bench. They were a good group of kids and I was so proud of the adults they were becoming. 

I paused by the door shaken from my daydreaming when I noticed Brutus sat patiently by the door rather than barking his fool head off. That could only mean one thing. 

I pulled the door open. “Hi, Foster,” I said, smiling at the man I had missed more than I thought possible only a few months ago. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

Poopsie darted between my legs to see Brutus and we both shook our heads at them while he closed the door. “I was going to call, but then I thought you might be sleeping, but then I thought if I don’t call and just show up she still might be sleeping, but then I thought I can knock once and if she doesn’t come to the door I can leave quietly.”

“Wow, that’s a lot of buts,” I teased and he groaned. 

“I know. Why am I so bad at this?” he groaned. I tried to take the bag from him, but he shook his head, instead sitting it on the counter. “It’s heavy.”

“What are you bad at?” I asked, leaning against the counter.

“Giving you space, I guess. I miss you at my apartment.”

I rubbed his arm until he gave in and hugged me. “You seem tired. Have you been up late?”

He let me go and started unloading the bag. “I’ve been watching the park since I discovered the camera had been messed with.”

“What?” I asked. “When did you discover someone messed with the camera?”

He turned away from the bag. “After I dropped you off the other day I went over and checked it when it got dark. I pulled the SD card and watched as a hand came toward it and covered it with something black. The next image was the black cloth coming off. Whomever it is, knew it was there.”

“Damn it,” I sighed. “I thought the camera would work. So now you’re sitting there watching the park? Shouldn’t you be sleeping?”

He shrugged. “I’m used to it. I’ve never slept well, so I can make do on only two hours of sleep.”

“How come? They make sleep medication now to help insomniacs.”

“I tried them, but they didn’t work.”

I gave him a questionable look. “Wait, you slept every night I was at your place.”

He sighed and turned back to the bag, unloading the food. “I don’t sleep well at night when I’m alone. It’s not like I’m scared of the dark or anything. I’ve never slept well. I suppose it’s some strange psychological thing from childhood.”

I took his hand after he finished stashing the items in the fridge, and walked with him to the couch. He sat down and I could tell he was distressed, so I left the lights off. I lit a few candles to brighten the room and lessen the smell of dog breath before I joined him on the couch. I laid my hand on his arm. “You spend a lot of time alone, Foster. We’re like Brutus and Poopsie, we need someone to feel close to. We need to know someone loves us. I’ll tell you a secret. When I had my apartment, I always found myself staying at Mabel’s or my parents’ house on the weekends, because I was weary of being alone. They always spoiled me and I went home ready for another week. I know it’s important to feel close to another human being. Someone we can rely on and trust.”

He nodded and leaned his elbows on his knees, his hands near his chin, tapping on his lips. “Does your theory apply to men, too? It seems like we’re taught to be strong and emotionless.”

I shook my head sadly. “If you grew up believing you always need to be strong, then I can see why you can’t sleep.”

“I’m not sure I follow,” he said, leaning back on the couch a little more relaxed. 

“Being a man doesn’t make you any less human. It doesn’t mean you don’t have emotions that make you who are and shape who you’ve become. The whole ‘strong and silent’ theory usually isn’t a theory at all. It means you’ll breakdown when no one can see you, like at night in the dark, alone.”

“How did you get so smart?” he asked.

“It’s basic psychology. I had to take it to be a teacher.” I laid my head on his shoulder until he turned, and grabbed hold of my face with both hands. 

“I love you, Cinn,” he said in a rush and then dropped his head, his eyes closed. “I’ve said it before, but I’ve had this burning need to tell you again.”

I tipped his chin up with my finger until he opened his eyes. “I love you, too, Foster.”

His eyes were round saucers as he processed my words and I leaned forward, kissing his lips, to which he didn’t seem to react.

“You don’t have to say it because I did,” he said quickly. “I meant to beat around the bush a little more to see if you were feeling the same way, but you’re so damn captivating, and I love you in a way I’ve never loved anyone else. You get who I am and I’ve been dying a little bit inside every day I couldn’t tell you. After the first time I said I love you, and you didn’t respond, well, I didn’t want to keep saying it and scare you away.”

I grabbed his face and kissed his lips to hush him. “You don’t have to beat around the bush, Foster. I’ve been too scared to say it because then it makes this real. You’ve already experienced how quickly my life can fall apart. Being with me means accepting it can happen at any time. I don’t want to saddle anyone with those responsibilities.”

He caressed my face and pushed my hair back from my cheek. “I don’t feel saddled, love. I feel needed. I feel wanted. I feel honored you can share with me how you’re feeling and what you’re going through. We can’t form a lasting bond if we only focus on the ‘in good times’ part of life. We have to focus on the ‘in good times and bad’, because life isn’t all good times.”

I ran my hand down his face, wondering if he was sitting in front of me or if I was dreaming what I wanted to hear from him. “It sure does, and sometimes life throws us a curveball which takes us completely by surprise, but is the only way we’ll find ourselves on the right path to our future.”

His arms came around me and he held me in a hug which spoke volumes. “I hope you’re right. I hope we’ve finally found the path we are meant to be on, together.” He paused and finally leaned back. “I feel better now.”

I laughed a little, kissing his lips. “I do, too. Emotionally and physically, actually.”

“It’s late, I should go,” he said trying to stand, but I kept hold of his hand. 

“But you just got here and you brought food.”

“It was only an excuse to come over. I planned to wait until tomorrow, but I didn’t make it,” he admitted, his cheeks stained pink with embarrassment. “I miss you.” His hand was continually tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. 

I clasped his arm to still him and leaned in close until our foreheads were touching. “I miss you, too. I didn’t want to leave your apartment, but I decided we needed time to figure out how we feel and what we want from each other.”

“I already know. I want you in my life, my home, and my bed. Considering I haven’t dated in four years, that’s an enormous admittance for me.”

I smiled and leaned back so I could look in his eyes. I ran my hands into his hair and left them there. “I’ll consider the fact you’re sitting here telling me you love me as a huge victory on my side of the chalkboard then.”

He laughed and rested his hands near my waist. “I don’t have a chalkboard because I don’t want a victory unless it’s with you. I don’t want to forget the little things about us which make us perfect for each other.”

I slid my arms around his waist and laid my head on his chest. “I love you, Foster. All I want you to do is hold me and promise even when I get sick, or need surgery, you’ll never leave me. I don’t want to be alone and scared ever again.”

His arms held me to him, his lips kissing my forehead tenderly. “Never again, Cinn. I’m going to love you and take care of you. You never have to be scared or alone again.”

I looked up at his face, his eyes so honest and pure it nearly made me cry. “Kiss me,” I begged. The words were barely out of my mouth before his lips were on mine, convincing me with all his might I would never be alone again. I sighed as his tongue ran a path along my closed lips until they fell open, and he took possession of my mouth. His tongue flicked, caressed, and sucked until I could hardly breathe from anticipation and want. I rested my head on his shoulder as I tried to slow my breathing. 

“You’re a talented kisser,” I finally said and felt him hug me tighter. “I hope you’re as talented at other things in the bedroom as you are at kissing.”

He groaned and rubbed my sides from my waist to my breasts and back down, being careful of my stoma. “I would love to show you, but I don’t want to hurt you.”

I nodded my head against his shirt. “I want you to show me, but I have to get cleared by Doctor Reed first. It will be worth the wait, I promise.”

He groaned and kissed my lips, his eyes sparkling. “I have no doubt it will be worth the wait.” He ran his hand down my cheek, his head shaking a little bit. “Everything about you is beautiful and it stuns me think you want to be with me. I keep wondering when I’m going to discover this is all a joke.”

I captured his hand and held it against my cheek. “No, Foster. It’s not a joke. I’m here and I’m real. You can feel the warmth of my skin against your hand. You can trust your heart to me. I’ll take care of it and nurture it, not break it.”

He enveloped me again and kissed my neck. “I sure hope so. You’re more than I ever dared to ask for.” He sighed and let me go, rubbing his hand over his face. “I guess I should head back to my place for the night.” 

I didn’t let go of his hand. “Do you have to go? Will you stay with me tonight?” I asked, glad my voice didn’t sound as desperate as I felt. 

“You want me to stay here tonight?” he asked and I nodded. 

“The dogs are already here and there’s nothing stopping us from climbing into bed and both of us getting a good night’s sleep.”

He looked at the dogs and back to me. “I’m afraid if I do, I’ll want so much more than I can have.”

I blew out the candles on the table and took his hand, leading him to my bedroom. The king size bed sat in the middle, the blankets and sheets still messed from the last time I had slept there. I sat carefully on the bed and slipped my legs under the sheets, patting the empty side of the bed. He swallowed once, then seemed to make the decision he could take what I was offering tonight and hold out hope that someday soon I would be well enough to give him everything. He sat on the bed unsure of what to do.

“You can take your shorts off. Get comfortable,” I said, smiling at him. 

“I would, but my boxers are going to reveal how much I want you, and I’ll die of embarrassment,” he said chuckling, but obviously feeling awkward.

“You don’t have to be embarrassed, Foster,” I said, taking his hand. “I want to be with you too, but I’m not sure it’s a good idea, yet. My side still hurts some and I don’t want to do anything to make this whole process start over again.”

He nodded quickly. “Me either, I know. We can wait and when the time is right...” He closed his eyes and swallowed. “I feel like each day I wait to be with you is a chance for you to change your mind.”

I reached out and took his arm. “Why would making love or not making love matter, Foster? It’s not that I don’t want to be with you. I think it is smarter to wait. I’m not going to change my mind about how I feel about you because we haven’t been intimate. I’m not looking for a friend with benefits. I’ve fallen in love with a man who loves me back and will do anything to keep me safe and happy. You’ve already demonstrated your love for me, Foster. Sex is important to a relationship, but there has to be a base of love and trust first.” I watched his face as he fought whatever emotions were trying to surface.

His shoulders slumped and he ran his hand over the bedspread. “You know how hard it was for you to show me your stomach and talk to me about your disease?” he asked.

I nodded. “It was incredibly difficult. There’s the sting of rejection always lurking, making you want to protect yourself.”

He held his hand out to the side a little. “That’s how I feel about taking my pants off with the light on. I’m no Calvin Klein model. I’m more like the Pillsbury Doughboy.”

I squeezed his arm until he looked up at me. “Please, you have to stop insulting yourself. It’s not productive or useful. I know this from experience. I’m fully aware you aren’t a Calvin Klein model, but I don’t want a Calvin Klein model. I want Foster Kern, a small-town vet with a giant heart. I want someone who understands me, understands the things I go through, and how much I wish things were different. I don’t care about what the scale says because the scale doesn’t measure the most important thing.” I laid my hand on his chest and he put his hand over mine. “When you hold me, I feel safe and loved. No scale can ever measure your heart.”

He took my hand off his chest and held it to his face. “Not even my mother was able to see past those numbers on the scale. You’re the first person ever to tell me they accept me for whom I am, Cinn.”

I shook my head sadly. “I’m sorry, babe. I don’t understand how people can’t accept others. Maybe it’s my unique situation, but all I see when I meet someone is their heart, nothing else registers. If I see an ugly heart, I keep my distance, but if I catch a glimpse of a loving one, I hang on tight. We need more people like you in this world, Foster. The kind of people who care about animals, someone who works hard and feels too much, and someone who is willing to stand strong in the face of adversity. I’m sorry your family couldn’t see past whatever negative traits they thought you had, I truly am. As for me, I’m glad you aren’t all lean muscle and bony outcroppings. I love being able to lay my head on your chest comfortably and hear your heartbeat. Being able to lie on your chest the past week did more for me than any pain medication. I don’t want you to change, Foster. I love you because you’re you, not because I want you to be or look like someone else.” I realized too late there was a tear running down his cheek. I swiped it away and sighed. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

He shook his head and wiped away the tears on the other side. “I’m not upset,” he said, his breath coming in one heavy gulp. “You’re the first person to ever tell me they love me for me. Everyone in my life, since I was a little boy, has told me they love me, but they would love me more if I was thin.”

I gasped, the anger heating my face. “Tell me you’re kidding.”

He shrugged. “No, I’m not kidding around. They didn’t come right out and say it, but when they told you they loved you and then told you to eat a carrot stick and not a brownie, their point was made.”

I reached up and caressed his face, his five o’clock shadow becoming more prominent as the clock ticked toward eleven. “I promise you right here and right now I will never ask you to change for me.”

He smiled and leaned forward, kissing my lips. He stood and unbuttoned his shorts, letting them fall to the floor. He had boxer briefs on and a t-shirt and even though everything was covered, I still felt a current of excitement flow through me at the thought of being with him soon. 

I switched off the light and waited for him to lie down. Once he was comfortable, I found the spot on his chest I liked, being careful of my sore ribs. “Do you want to watch some TV?” I asked into the quiet of the room as I heard the clicking of the two dogs’ nails in the hallway. 

“No,” he whispered. “I want to lay here and memorize everything about you from the way you smell to the way you feel against me. From this day forward, Cinn, I’ll always be here for you.”

“I love you, Foster,” I said, concentrating on the rhythm of his heartbeat. The instant slowing of its thumping told me all I needed to know.

Chapter Eighteen
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The last three weeks have involved a lot of lying around for me, and a lot of time learning more about Foster and what he wants out of life. Since the night I finally told him how I felt, neither of us want to be alone. Either I’m at his place or he’s at mine, but we always fall asleep together, me on his chest and his arms around me. We haven’t been intimate, yet, but I plan to be, since Doctor Reed has cleared me for all activities. 

"Are you sure you're okay to do this?" Foster asked for the fifth time tonight.

I leaned against the window of the Bug and smiled at him, hoping it would reassure him. "You heard Doctor Reed yesterday. He said the button healed well and he cleared me for all activities with only my usual lifting restrictions. I'm good, stop worrying. Besides, all we're doing is sitting here. It isn't like we're going to chase anyone we see vandalizing the park."

"I know, but just because he cleared you doesn’t mean you feel good yet. I'm going to worry a little bit because I love you. I don't want you to overdo it since there isn’t much time before school starts again."

I shrugged. "True, but the kids put together a plan to get the room organized and cleaned without me touching anything. We're going to do it next weekend if you're interested in keeping me company while I direct the kids."

"Sounds fun," he said, sticking his tongue out the side a little bit. "I'm happy to help with the lifting and organizing if it means you don't have to, so count me in."

"Thanks," I said looking out the windshield at the dark park in front of us. Well, it wasn't exactly in front of us. We had parked the Bug behind a shed, and from the edges of the park, you wouldn't see us, but we could see them.

“I’m frustrated. Why can’t we figure out who poisoned the dogs?” he sighed.

I laughed airily. “I like your frustration voice. It sounds like music.”

He grinned at me for a second before looking back at the park. “I’ve been out here for almost ten days now. We have to be missing something.”

“Did you put the camera back up?” I asked, still angry whoever was doing it knew it was there. They had thrown a black shroud over it, and when they uncovered it, all we got was a blurry image of their arm. 

“I haven’t put it back. I figured they obviously knew it was there, so why bother. They probably know we’re here, too.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and pondered the situation. The last time the camera was covered, the shelter volunteer found nails inside dog treats lying around the park. After collecting the treats, we handed them over to the detectives, but all they could tell us was the nails and treats were sold at every big box store in the area. There wasn’t much to go on, but whoever was attempting to hurt the dogs wasn’t giving up.

“I’m trying to figure out why they’re doing this. Have you had anything weird happen at the shelter?”

“Weird how?” he asked, still watching the park. 

“I don’t know, anything, I guess Something unusual or weird you didn’t think much about at the time? Any odd people come in to adopt an animal?”

He shook his head slowly. “No, nothing weird, and we screen our adopters, so we know immediately if they’ve ever been charged with animal abuse, or if they have had multiple animal adoptions.”

I frowned and rubbed my chin, thinking aloud. “Anything money wise since Mabel passed away?”

He shook his head again. “Only the usual requests for free services, and the final check from Mabel’s estate. We’re using the interest to kick-start a new service to the community.”

“What service?” I asked, excited to find out what Mabel’s money would do for the shelter.

“A doggie daycare and salon,” he answered, one side of his lips going up in a smile. “It sounds crazy, I know, but people need a place to bring their animals while they work and go on vacation. We will have small stalls, almost like a horse barn, where each visitor sleeps. They will have access to full vet care, grooming and bathing options, and our shelter volunteers will take them to the dog park.” He paused and shook his head a little. “At least once we figure out who’s doing this.”

I put my hand on his arm. “What a wonderful idea, Foster! Count Brutus in as soon as it’s open. I don’t know what I’m going to do with him once I have to go back to school.”

He leaned over and kissed me gently, his lips warm and inviting and I wanted to get lost in them forever.

“You’re going to bring him to me. He can stay at the shelter with Poopsie during the day. You can pick him up when you get home or I can bring him over when I’m done working for the day.”

I leaned up and kissed him in a way which left no doubt how much I wanted him. Our lips melded together until we were one, my tongue darting in and out of his mouth in a possessive dance of love. I wanted to be with him so badly, but I still felt fear build in my belly every time I thought about it.

I leaned back and he tucked my hair behind my ears. “I think we should hang it up for the night. It’s almost one a.m. and no one is coming around. You might be right about them knowing we’re here. We need to change our vantage point. I can’t figure out the best place to hide.”

I held up my hand. “Give me some time and I’ll figure out a way to be less conspicuous. With any luck by this weekend we’ll have whoever is responsible for this.”

He cocked his head to the side. “Who else knows you bought a camera besides me and you?”

“I would imagine only the clerk at the sporting goods store. I didn’t run into anyone I know. Why?”

“I thought maybe whoever did this worked there so we could narrow it down.”

I shook my head. “The guy who served me had to be ninety. I’m relatively certain he doesn’t go out at night to poison dogs.”

He backed the car up in the dark with only his running lights, and drove back across the lawn to the street which ran on the other side of the park. He stopped with his foot on the brake and looked at me. “Do you want to come back to my place?”

“The dogs are at my house, remember?” I replied as he turned the car to the left instead of the right. 

“Right,” he answered, leaving whatever else he was going to say unsaid.

I worried my lip between my teeth and wondered if what he wanted was for me to spend the night with him, for real this time. I was scared and excited at the same time. If I was going to say something about it, the time was now. 

“Do you want to stay at my place for the night?” I tried not to cringe at the way my voice sounded squeaky and high at the same time. “I have a big bed.” I rolled my eyes at myself. Like I had to throw the size of the bed in there to make it even more awkward. He already knows how big my bed is.

I could see him trying to hide his smile. “I would love to stay at your place. Tomorrow is Saturday and the shelter is only open by appointment, of which I have none.”

I smiled shyly. “Good, then we can sleep in.” He looked like he was internally waging a war between good and evil. “What’s the matter?”

He shook his head. “Nothing is the matter, or at least I don’t think so. I just remembered we’ve been getting calls about selling the dog park.”

I grabbed the handle of the door as he went around a corner. “Mabel used to get calls all the time from the city. They wanted to make it part of the park landscape in the city, which they oversee. Since it was technically private land, Mabel could tell them to stuff it and walk away.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “The calls have been from the city. You don’t think they’re involved in this, do you?”

“Not at all, Foster. Think about it, they wouldn’t condone killing animals to get a park they’ll have to take care of. Whoever is doing this has much darker intent.”

He pulled onto my street and then into my driveway, putting the car into park and turning to me. “Enough talk about the park. Let’s go in and get comfortable. It’s late and all I want to do is hold you.”

I nodded and opened my door, remembering to be careful about how I climbed out, so I didn’t pull anything. He helped me out and walked me to the door. We could already hear the dogs panting on the other side of the door, waiting for their owners to return. I pushed the door open and gave Brutus a pat on the head as he ran past me to the outside. 

“Do you want a glass of wine?” I asked him, going to the fridge. 

He frowned. “I thought you weren’t supposed to have alcohol?”

“I’m not supposed to drink hard liquor or beer. Wine is okay once a week or so.” I closed the door and felt the weight of the day on my shoulders. “On second thought, I don’t want any wine.”

He came over and took my shoulders from behind, working his lips up and down my neck and jaw. “I don’t want any either, but I do want you.”

I turned and wrapped my arms around his neck. “I’m going to take a quick shower. I’m hot from sitting in the car for hours.”

He kissed me one last time on the lips. “Okay, I’ll let the dogs in and get them settled for the night. Then we can lie down, too.”

I slipped out of his arms and waved as I headed to the bathroom. I stopped by my room and grabbed a nightgown, something more suitable for romance than boy shorts and a tank top. I didn’t know quite why I cared, because Foster has been sleeping over for the last month. “It never hurts to look your best, Cinn,” I told the reflection in the mirror. I pulled the shower curtain back and started the water, waiting for it to get warm. I stepped in and pulled the curtain closed again, making quick work of getting wet. I was about to grab the soap when the curtain opened and a nervous looking Foster stood before me. I resisted the urge to cover myself or yell, because I didn’t want to hide from him. I wanted to be with him the way two deeply passionate people in love are together. 

I crooked my finger at him, waiting for him to gather the courage to climb into the shower with me. He stepped over the side of the tub and pulled the curtain closed, standing under the spray. 

“Hi,” I said, my hands going to his chest and running them up and down. “I’m glad you joined me.”

“You are?” he asked, obviously nervous. “I wanted you to see me before—”

I held my finger to his lips. “Before we make love, right?” I asked and he nodded slowly, his eyes taking in every inch of me. I reached for the soap bar. “I was about to soap up.”

He took the soap before I could and lathered it in his hands until there were bubbles everywhere. He reached for me and I went willingly, his slippery hands discovering my breasts, waist and thighs. They ran across my butt where he left them to massage me, holding me close to his now wet body. He kissed my neck, the action lighting a flame inside me. 

“I can’t describe how beautiful you are, Cinn,” he said, his lips at my neck as the water washed away the soap. “Do you know what you do to me?”

I turned my head, his ear next to my mouth. I ran my tongue around his lobe and then tugged on it for good measure. “I’m relatively certain you’re giving off a few signals about how you feel,” I whispered, taking hold of his hardness with my slippery hands.

He moaned immediately, the sound bouncing around the small enclosure and ramping up my already out of control hormones. I spent some time soaping up the rest of his body, paying attention to every part of him, so he understood I loved him just the way he was. Finally, I turned off the water and he stepped out, grabbing a towel from the basket and drying off. He handed me a towel and I wrapped it around my body, stepping onto the bathmat. He scooped me up, his body still bare, and carried me to my bed. He laid me down gently and the towel disappeared. Then he climbed up on the bed and began to run kisses up and down my body, from my neck to my ankles and every place in between, except for the place I wanted him to kiss the most. I writhed with my need to let go and be with him, my mouth begging him to end the torture for me. 

“I love you, Cinn,” he moaned, his lips dangerously close to my left nipple. He suckled it then, my back automatically arching to allow him easier access to his desires. He licked and sucked, showing me he was a talented and thoughtful lover. His lips moved down my belly, coming to rest near the new button. I hadn’t put the flannel circle back on after the shower and he kissed the skin around the tube tenderly. He sat up then and went to my dresser where his wallet sat, for what I thought was a condom. 

“You don’t need any protection, Foster. I have it covered,” I said, reaching for him, wanting him to come back to bed. 

“I’m not getting protection for me, sweetheart,” he answered, walking back to the bed and holding up the round flannel patch. 

He crawled back up and sat, one leg tucked under his other while he put the patch around the button, keeping it flush with the top of it. He caressed the skin on my abdomen tenderly, watching my face for a reaction, and my chest for a change in my breathing. He was far more talented a lover than I expected him to be.

In one motion, he rolled forward, his hands on each side of me and his mouth inches from mine. “Promise me you’ll tell me if I hurt you.”

I nodded slowly, my hands still running through the hair on his chest. He worked my lips over until he plunged his tongue inside my mouth, showing me how he was going to make love to me. His lips left mine, traveling down to lavish attention on both breasts before going lower yet. I moaned in response, his mouth not even to the prize yet. When his tongue parted me and he sucked gently the way I was longing for, I was gone. 

“Foster,” I whimpered, my legs shaking with need. “I’m going to end this right now if you don’t stop.” I fisted his hair in my hands and drew him away from my body and back to my lips. I couldn’t wait much longer to be one with him. “Now, please,” I whispered between kisses, and he hissed, as my hand found his hardness and rubbed up and down until his hips were moving back and forth. 

He buried his face in my neck, his moan reverberating in my head, spiraling the pleasure to a fevered pitch. “I want to be inside you, but I don’t want to hurt you. Tell me what way is best,” he said, running his tongue up to my earlobe. 

I didn’t answer, just used my hand to move him between my legs, his knees parting them naturally until he was snug against my V. He lifted my hips from underneath, his other hand lacing his fingers with mine as he pushed forward slowly, and gently. I gasped for air when I felt how good we were for each other. 

“I love you, Foster,” I cried, trying to overtake the rhythm he set, but he stilled until I did, too. 

“I love you too, Cinn, more than you’ll ever know,” he said, his words tender and filled with awe instead of lust. He moved his hips again and his eyes rolled back in his head. “Oh, Cinn,” he moaned, “I didn’t know it could be like this. I can’t hold on, baby,” he cried, letting go of my hand to hold my hips with both hands, guiding me into the final overture. I couldn’t stop the wave when it hit me, and when I heard him moan my name, I knew he was a goner, too. 

He fell to his forearms, his lips on mine, and his hips moving with an intensity I couldn’t match. I thrust upwards, riding the wave which had already overtaken me until he couldn’t hold on anymore. His lips stilled on mine as his hips twitched once. He buried himself deep inside me and let go while I held him to me. At the same moment in time we cried out together in a symphony of love. 
Chapter Nineteen
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I threw the black shorts and shirt on the bed and went to the bathroom, pulling my hair back into a simple braid, tying it with a black ribbon. Tonight was night seven of trying to catch whoever was vandalizing the dog park. Over the last week, Foster and I had been doing surveillance on the dog park, but we still hadn’t caught anyone. When we arrived at the park three nights ago, the fence around it had been cut with wire cutters, and then it officially became vandalism as far as the police were concerned. They had extra patrols through the area at night, but we weren’t leaving it up to chance. We had to catch this person before they destroyed any chance of fixing the park and drawing people back to it. 

I talked to the money manager for Mabel’s estate and he willingly agreed to pay for the fence out of the money she left for Brutus, and allowed me to buy a new camera set up. With a little help from Foster, we were able to get the camera installed in the mirror of the shelter van. Now all we had to do was stay in the van on our comfy air mattress and watch the laptop. It wouldn’t raise suspicion because the van always stayed in the parking lot. All we had to do was catch whoever this was on tape and turn it over to the cops. However, that hadn’t happened and each night that went by, made the whole thing even more discouraging. 

I heard pounding on my front door and glanced at the time on my phone. At a little after nine, no one should be pounding on my door. I tied my bathrobe around my waist and hurried to the front of the house. When I turned the light on, I saw my sister standing at the door. She was dressed to kill in her leather miniskirt which went out of fashion in the 1980s, and heels so high if one broke, she was going to break a leg. I scolded myself for being catty, but I didn’t feel sorry about it. Tabitha would always be Tabitha.

“What on earth, Tabitha? Is something wrong?” I asked. “It’s kind of late for you to be pounding on my door.”

She rolled her eyes at me and pushed her way in. “I’m not pounding on your door. I knocked. Where is that awful creature of yours?” she asked looking around the room. 

“If you’re talking about Brutus, he’s at the shelter with Foster.” I tried to take a steadying breath. “What can I do for you tonight, Tabitha?” I asked, leaving the door open, in case I decide to push her out it. 

She sat down on the couch and crossed her hands. “I’m here to ask for a loan.”

“A loan?” I asked, somewhat questioningly. “You seem to think I have more money than I actually have.”

“I’m not asking for you to loan me the money. I’m asking for Mabel’s estate to loan me the money. I can’t get a loan through traditional financing, so I thought this might make us both happy.”

She must be delusional. Why would my getting her a loan make me happy? I shook my head a little trying to make sense of it. 

“I don’t follow, Tabitha. Do you even have a job?” I tried not to grimace when the question came out more sarcastic than I planned. 

“Yes, I have a job, and I can afford to make the payments, but the bank doesn’t like my employment history.” She flicked her hand around as though they were all morons for not lending her the money. “But, since I don’t have a down payment and it’s for something with no collateral, they won’t.”

“Is this for your little business venture?” I asked, trying to look at the clock on the TV stand to see what time it was. Foster was expecting me by ten. 

“It’s not a little venture. It’s a multimillion-dollar business I would be part of. If I don’t jump on this chance now, I may never get another.”

“Where are they located?” I asked. Tripping her up on the details would be the only way to make this end. 

“They’re a conglomerate near Los Angeles,” she answered. 

Chances were good she doesn’t even know what a conglomerate is. It sounded to me like she doesn’t know what this business does either. 

“What kind of business? Mabel was pointedly specific about her will, Tabby.”

She flicked her wrist around again. “It isn’t as though that dog is going to require all the money she left for him. I’m sure you could spare it; you just don’t want to.”

I didn’t miss the fact she didn’t answer my question. “The truth is I don’t have anything to say about the money she left for Brutus. Mabel made a legal binding contract with the firm to represent her. I can ask, but you might as well be prepared for the fact they’re going to say no.”

“They won’t say no if you submit receipts for work done on the house. Daddy said so.”

Daddy, gag. The woman needed to grow up, but I didn’t see it happening anytime soon. 

“I haven’t done any work on the house, nor do I see any happening in the near future. How much are you looking for?”

“I still need twenty-five grand,” she whined, clearing her throat at the last minute to make it sound less childish. 

I shook my head and threw up my hand. “You know what, write and submit a proposal to the firm. I’ll call ahead and let them know you’re sending it on. They can make the decision based on the merits of the case, and nothing else.” I knew they would never give her the money, but I was tired of being the bad guy all the time.

She stood quickly, teetering as she almost fell over on her heels. “You would do that? Thanks, Cinn!”

She clapped her hands like a child and I tried not to roll my eyes. “No problem. Now, if there’s nothing else, I have to go pick up Brutus.”

She went to the door and stood on the stoop, looking back at me as I held the screen door. “Yes, yes, thank you. I’ll have the proposal to them no later than Monday afternoon.”

I gave her two thumbs up and she teetered down the walkway to her car parked at the curb. I closed the door and leaned my head against it, banging it a few times. 
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My eyes drooped as I watched the laptop. The park was quiet tonight, but we were determined to sit it out until at least three a.m. hoping to catch someone on camera. 

“You’re quiet tonight,” Foster said, his hand on my shoulder. “Do you want to talk about it?”

I set the laptop to the side, so I could still watch it. “My sister came to see me right before I left tonight.”

I could see him getting angry before I even told him why. “She didn’t ask for money again, did she?”

“If I say yes will you promise not to have an aneurysm?” I joked, but he wasn’t playing. His eyebrows furrowed and his cheeks reddened.

“What was her reasoning this time?” he asked, shifting on the mattress to get more comfortable. 

“She wanted a loan, not from me, but from Mabel’s fund for Brutus,” I explained. 

He shook his head a little bit. “I don’t think that’s possible, is it?”

I gave him the palms up. “I don’t think so, but she believes since she’s family, they will. She has a great disdain for Brutus, so she doesn’t care what happens to him.”

“What did you tell her?” His hand went back to rubbing my shoulder and I focused on the computer while I spoke. 

“I told her to submit the proposal to the estate company and I would let them know it’s coming. I also told her I have no power in swaying them one way or the other; they will follow what Mabel has laid out in the will.”

“In other words, she’s not getting a loan,” he finished. 

“No, she’s not, but having them explain it to her rather than me might get it through her head. She wants to invest in some kind of business. She couldn’t, or wouldn’t, tell me what the business was except it’s a conglomerate of businesses working together to start this one. I’m a little bit afraid of what ‘this one’ actually is.”

He kissed my temple and wrapped his arms around my shoulders. “I’m sorry you have to deal with her immaturity. Hopefully this will be the end of it.”

I laughed cynically. “No, it won’t be. She’ll get angry and bitter again at Mabel for not leaving her more money.”

“Again, I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I wish you didn’t have to deal with her.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know whom she takes after. No one else in the family is like her.” I blew out a breath. “I don’t want to talk about her any longer. Tell me where we’re at with the expansion.”

He caressed my face. “We, huh?”

I realized what I said and my face felt hot. “I mean you, the shelter, you know.”

He laughed and kissed my cheek. “I’m teasing you. You have every right to take possession of this expansion. Your family is the reason it’s happening. We have all the bids in and now we need to pick a contractor. I’ll show you them if you’d like.”

“I don’t know much about it, but I would love to go over them with you. If nothing else, it’s a good reason to spend more time with you.”

His lips were inches from mine, and he leaned his forehead against mine. “Sweetheart, you don’t need a good reason to spend more time with me. I want to spend all my time with you, but I don’t want to smother you, so I’ve been giving you space.”

I slid my hand up his cheek and my eyes closed at his honestly. I kissed him once, leaving my lips close to his. “I don’t need space. I need you. I need to feel the way you make me feel every single day. I need to tell you about my day, and listen as you tell me about yours.”

He held my neck as his lips took control, telling me with one kiss he felt the same way. He laid me down, resting between my legs on his knees, his hand sliding up my shirt to cup my breast. I squirmed, and tried to get more comfortable, but the metal of the van dug into my back. He noticed me stiffen and pushed himself off me, helping me sit up. 

“Sorry, I got carried away,” he apologized, straightening his shirt. 

I twined my fingers in his and kissed his knuckles. “Don’t apologize. I would love nothing more to make love to you right now, but I’m too distracted and this van is torture.”

“I hate that you have to be sitting in this van at all rather than my bed. This needs to end-”

I held my finger to his lips and picked up the computer, pointing at a figure walking the perimeter of the park. He lowered himself to his hip, watching the computer. 

“I wish we weren’t so far away,” I whispered, in case our voices traveled across the quiet night. 

“Be patient,” he whispered back, “give it time and they may move closer.”

We watched as the figure dug in his or her coat and pulled something out, dropping it onto the grass inside the fence. 

“Damn it,” he growled, watching whomever this was dump it the length of the fence. “This has to end.”

He moved toward the van door and I grabbed his arm. “Don’t ruin all the hard work we’ve put in,” I hissed. “We need the evidence if we’re going to catch this person.”

He softened a little and moved to the other side of me, watching the computer screen. “All we need is for them to come back this way and we’ve got ‘em.”

I chewed on my lower lip, worry evident as I watched the person walking around the other side of the park. “I’m worried they’ll go behind the park to the other road, even though we closed it off. I wish I had seen which way they came in.”

He grimaced and laughed a little bit at himself. “I know I got carried away. At least this camera records what it sees. We can rewind it and maybe we’ll have a clear shot of their face.”

I nodded, my eyes trained on the person in the park. “There’s something familiar about them. I can’t put my finger on it,” I said, leaning in closer to the laptop. 

“Do you think you know them?” he asked, holding the laptop for me so I could get close to the screen. 

“I’m not sure, but there’s something in the way they move,” I answered, my eyes glued to the screen. Then it hit me. I put my hand to my mouth and started to shake as I watched the person walking around the park dropping something over the edge. 

I felt his hand on my shoulder. “Cinn, what’s the matter? You’re white as a sheet.”

“It’s Tabby,” I said, my voice shaking.

“No, you have to be wrong. Why would she be trying to sabotage her own grandmother’s park?” he asked, trying to keep me calm so I didn’t climb out of the van and wring her neck. 

“I don’t know!” I exclaimed, cringing when I remembered I had to be quiet. The person didn’t pause, so I let out a breath that she didn’t hear me. I turned my face to his and asked the question on my mind. “Has there been any interest in buying the park from the shelter other than the city?”

He nodded. “Of course, but that happened when your grandmother owned it, too. She received offers all the time for purchase of the land, but she refused.”

“Are they different companies, or the same one?” I asked, still watching the figure on the screen. 

“They’re different companies, at least the names are different,” he answered.

I sat watching the screen for a few more minutes and the word conglomerate kept running through my mind. “I would be interested to see if they all had the same parent company––” I gasped, before I finished my thought. The figure turned toward the road and the camera focused in on her. The high-heeled shoes and leather miniskirt were gone, replaced with an ensemble of black, and a black hat on her head to hide her long hair. There was no mistaking her, though. The person sabotaging the dog park was indeed my sister.

Chapter Twenty
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I paced the floor in the shelter, starting in the waiting room and ending at the kennels, turning back and starting over again. 

“Honey, come sit down, please. I don’t want you to hurt yourself,” Foster said, taking my arm. 

“I don’t know what to do, Foster,” I said again. 

“We’ve already called the police and told them we have evidence of who is responsible for this.”

My shoulders slumped. “I know, but this is going to destroy my parents, Foster. Why is she doing this?”

He kissed my cheek and hugged me, tucking me into his chest. “I wish I knew. My guess is she’s acting under the delusion that one of these companies who promised her riches would come through, if she could secure the land for them.”

“By hurting animals?” I exclaimed. “Not only is it inhumane, but it’s downright criminal!”

He hugged me tighter. “Shhh, I know, and she will face responsibility for Bear’s death and the illness of other people’s dogs.” I pulled back and he wiped a tear which had fallen down my cheek. “I’m sorry this is causing you so much pain.”

“We have to call my parents,” I said finally. “They need to know before they’re surprised by her arrest.”

“I’m already ahead of you. I called them when we got back. They should be here any minute,” he said. 

“You’re always a step ahead of me,” I sighed. “I love you for it, too.”

“I’m always going to do whatever I can to make things easier for you, Cinn,” he whispered, kissing my lips. 

There was a knock on the backdoor and he released me holding up his finger and going to the door. We heard my father calling my name from outside the door, and Foster pulled it open, allowing them entrance. They rushed past him and enveloped me in a hug. 

“Are you okay?” my dad asked. “We were scared when Foster called so late.”

“I’m okay, physically, but you aren’t going to like what we have to tell you,” I told them, motioning to the couches in the waiting room. 

Maḿa sat next to me, rubbing my arm, while Foster sat on the other side. I took a deep breath and tried to keep the tears at bay which threatened to fall looking at the two people who did their best to raise us right. Somewhere along the way, Tabitha went askew.

“As you know, someone has been trying to close Mabel’s dog park for good.” They both nodded and I motioned to Foster. “We’ve been doing surveillance for the last few weeks, and tonight, we found at least one of the people responsible for it.”

Maḿa looked at Dad and back to me. “I’m glad you found them, but I think this could have waited until morning, don’t you?” she asked, a little grumpy. 

“I wish it could have Maḿa, but the fact is this impacts our family in the worst way.”

I motioned for Foster to hand me his tablet, where we had loaded the video of Tabby on a loop. I handed it to them and they watched the video in silence. My mother’s breath hitched when she saw Tabby and my father clenched his hands, anger radiating from him. 

“Why in the hell would Tabby want to do something like this?” he asked, his voice shaking. 

“I don’t know, Dad. She came by my house tonight,” I looked at my watch and realized it was nearly three a.m. “Last night, technically. She wanted a loan from Mabel’s estate for the house. She has asked me multiple times for money and I kept turning her down. This time I told her to submit a plan for the loan and they could decide. I knew they would say no, but at least she couldn’t be mad at me about it. Well, I guess she is mad at me, and this is how she’s getting back.”

“What kind of business would do something like this?” Maḿa asked and Foster took a turn to answer. 

“When we got back to the shelter I looked through the offers which have come in since Mabel passed. I took Cinn’s suggestion and Googled all the companies to see if they all have the same parent company. It turns out they do, so the conglomerate Tabby told Cinn about, is likely behind this. I know Mabel got multiple offers on the property when she was alive as well. I don’t have access to any of that information though to tie them into it.”

“What do they want with so little land?” Maḿa asked me. 

Foster spoke up. “I don’t know, Mrs. Dalton. I wish I did.”

“Do you think Tabitha realizes they’re using her?” Dad asked. 

I shook my head a little bit. “You know Tabby. She has a weak mind and all it took was someone waving a little money in front of her face and she fell into line with their plan.”

My dad sat shaking his head, disappointment written all over his face. “What’s going to happen to her now?”

I sat up a little straighter and Foster laid a hand on my back. “We have let the detectives know we have evidence showing who the vandal is. If she had only vandalized the park, and not hurt any animals, she would only have a fine, but that isn’t the case. She’s now going to face criminal charges for the deaths and illnesses of the dogs. My guess is she won’t have any proof this company put her up to it and she will be left to twist in the wind for it.”

A tear slipped down Maḿa’s cheek and I wiped it away, keeping my hand on her shoulder. “It’s going to be okay, Maḿa.”

She shook her head. “No, it’s never going to be okay, Cinn. She’s going to go to prison and she won’t last a week there.”

I nodded. “I know, which is why I’m going to ask the detectives to give her the option to flip and get enough evidence to charge the parent company for the deaths of the animals. I’m relatively certain it won’t be all they turn up on them.”

Dad sighed. “I don’t think you should try to do your sister any favors, Cinn. She’s a big girl and should know better than to get involved in something as shady as this, not to mention, illegal. Maybe it’s time to let her lie in the bed she made so when she gets out of jail, she turns her life around.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and looked down at the floor. “I would feel too guilty, Dad. Tabitha is like this because of me. Her whole childhood has been lived in my shadow. First as the child prodigy and then as the sick child prodigy who monopolized her parents’ time. That’s on me, not you.” 

Foster wrapped his arms around me from behind trying to comfort me. I couldn’t fight the tears any longer and they fell, my whole body shaking as the fear, fatigue, and pain of the last few months overtook me. Maḿa pulled me over onto her shoulder and rubbed my back, whispering softly to me in Spanish, “Está bien, bebé,” she soothed as I cried. 

I felt Foster get up and heard his footfalls as he walked to the back of the shelter again. My father took his place, holding me from behind while I cried in their arms. “I’m so sorry,” I cried. “I’ve ruined everything without even knowing it.”

“Cinn, this isn’t your fault,” my father said trying to comfort me. “You’re not the reason Tabitha does what she does. She’s lazy and doesn’t want to work. You didn’t do anything to her. Just the opposite is true. You’ve shown her and your brother what hard work can do. We didn’t hand you a silver spoon because you were musically talented. You worked for every single accolade you’ve received. If she wants to use you as an excuse to have no morals, then it’s her problem, not yours.”

I nodded my head on Maḿa’s shoulder and heard clicking on the floor. A giant, cold, wet nose inserted itself between my mother and me right then. We broke apart chuckling as Brutus rested his head on my chest and I stroked his head.

“See, even Brutus doesn’t want you to be upset,” Dad said, patting the dog’s back. 

Foster came back in the room and handed me a bottle of cold water. I accepted it gratefully and took a long drink. Dad went to the other side of the couch to hug Maḿa while Foster kept a steadying hand on my leg. “Please don’t make yourself sick, babe. I’m worried you’ll end up in the hospital again,” he whispered, kissing my cheek. 

I wrapped my hand around his neck, keeping him close to me. “I’m okay. I’m sorry I lost it. It’s so overwhelming it hit me and I couldn’t stop it.”

Dad sighed and rested his hands on his legs, elbows pointed out. “We should go so you can get a little rest before morning. I know you only have a few days left before school starts. I hope we can have most of this straightened out by then. Once you talk to the detectives, will you let us know?”

I stood and Foster held my waist. “I will, Dad. I’m still going to try and convince them to let her flip on the company to avoid jail, but time will tell.”

Maḿa hugged me again and then patted Foster’s face a few times. “Take care of my little girl?” she asked. 

“Of course, Mrs. Dalton, it goes without saying.”

Maḿa took his hand and squeezed it tightly. “Call me Maḿa. It’s what family members do in my culture when addressing their mother.”

I saw Foster’s chin go up a notch at her request and he nodded quickly. “Okay, Maḿa.”

She smiled brightly and took Dad’s hand. They waved and went out the back again, the door closing with a thud as they left.

I turned and leaned my forehead on his chest. “She likes you. She never let Josh call her Maḿa.”

He wrapped his arms around me. “I like her, too. The two of you are so much alike. Case in point, you’re completely exhausted, but still trying to fix everything.”

I looked up at him. “I can’t fix this for her, at least not beyond asking the detectives to give her a chance. They may not though, and I’ll have to accept it and live with it.”

He kissed my forehead. “You don’t have to live with anything, sweetheart. Tabitha made her own decisions.”

“While that’s true, Mabel did leave me the house and money.”

He shook his head. “No, she left you her dog, and the ability to take care of him.”

I looked down at Brutus who hadn’t left my side since Foster let him out of the back room. “I never looked at it that way.”

“She once told me Brutus had a special ability to know when she needed him. I think she knew he would do the same for you, and from what I’ve seen, he is.”

I lowered my head to his chest again and rubbed the dog’s head with my free hand. “Maybe after I’ve had some sleep I’ll be able to compartmentalize all of this better.”

He tucked me under his arm and started to shut down the lights in the shelter. “Let’s go upstairs and get some rest. Tomorrow is Saturday, so we can sleep in until the detectives call.”

We had called and left a message with dispatch to tell the detectives we had new evidence, but didn’t want them to address it until morning. Brutus started up the stairs when he opened the door, and Poopsie followed. 

“I didn’t even notice Poopsie come in,” I said, my voice tired. 

“She’s quiet when she needs to be, and she always knows when she needs to be.”

I was processing information slower than normal, but his words about tomorrow being Saturday hit me. “Foster, tomorrow is the room cleaning day at school.” I groaned.

He grimaced a little and put his hand on his hip. “What time?”

“We agreed to meet at three and work until dinnertime. Then I promised pizza and ice cream.”

He looked at his watch. “We should be okay. We’ll get a few hours’ sleep now, and in the morning, we can deal with the detectives. I’ll drive you to Martindale to do the room clean up and dinner, and then I’ll bring you home to bed.”

I put my first foot on the step, begging my feet to move, but I was so exhausted I stood there unable to move. He moved next to me and put his arm around my waist, helping me up the stairs one at a time. 

“I’m worried about you, Cinn. Do we need to go to the hospital?” he asked, his voice firm. 

“No, but I do need to do a tube feed before I sleep. It’s been too long since I’ve eaten I think.” 

He shook his head a little bit as he helped me into the apartment, not even stopping until we were in his bedroom. I put my hand on his chest, trying not to sway from exhaustion. 

“You go to bed, I’ll do it out there so I don’t disturb you,” I promised, but he held my shoulders until I sat down on the bed. 

“We are going to hang it and let gravity do the work while we sleep,” he said, picking up each foot and taking my shoes off. Then he went to his dresser and got out a t-shirt laying it on the bed. “Change your clothes and I’ll go get the formula and the kit.”

Being too tired to argue, I did what he asked and laid down, unsure how he thought he would be able to do a drip feeding without an IV pole to hold the bag.

He came back in the room and handed me the connecter to my button while he uncurled the tubing. 

“Um, Foster, you don’t have a way to hang the bag. I’ll use the syringe; it only takes half an hour,” I said, as I held the tube in my hand. 

“Which is a half an hour less sleep you’ll get and I do have a way to hang the bag.” He leaned over me and reached up to the window above my head. I looked up and behind me and saw a new hook installed in the windowsill, sturdy enough for the bag. He took the connector and hooked it to the button, then handed me the tube so I could adjust the speed. He stripped out of his black clothes and slipped under the covers, propping me on my good side and letting me lean back against him so the formula didn’t pool near the button. “Ready to sleep?” he asked as he stroked my hip with his hand. 

I grabbed it and held it with mine, my eyes and lips felt heavy from fatigue. “Thank you, Foster. I love how you love me.”

He kissed my neck and then snuggled in a little closer. “Take a break, Cinn, and sleep. You deserve it.”

My eyes closed with his last words and this time I felt in my heart his words were true. I deserve a break, and I deserve him. His kindness and thoughtfulness said more about how I could trust him than any words he could ever say. 

Chapter Twenty-One
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I paced in the hallway of the Little Ivywood Police Department waiting for the detectives to come and get us. I checked my watch, sighing when it was almost noon. We weren’t going to make it to the school at this point. They brought Tabitha in right away this morning, but apparently, the wheels of justice turn slowly because we were still waiting. 

“Cinn, you’re going to wear a hole in their floor,” my dad scolded. “Come and sit down.”

I was about to answer why I couldn’t sit down when Detective Jonas came around the corner, motioning for us to come back. Maḿa, Dad, and Lorenzo all stood, but Foster remained seated. He had agreed to let us go in alone, since Tabitha may feel less threatened without him in the room.

Detective Jonas motioned for him to stand. “We’d like you to come back too, Doctor Kern. We’ll need your expertise when it comes to how it has affected the animals.”

It felt like the detective was throwing us both a bone, no pun intended, and Foster came up behind me, taking my hand and squeezing it tightly. “We’ll still make it to the school. Don’t get worked up,” he whispered and I nodded. 

We filed into the room where Tabitha sat at the table. She wasn’t in cuffs, but she was crying, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue every so often. My mother couldn’t help it and ran to her, hugging her tightly, even though she knew how much my sister had to do with all the damage done to the park. We all sat around the table, Foster next to me with his arm around the back of my chair. 

“We’ve had a good long talk with Tabitha, and she has some things to say,” he explained, motioning for her to speak. 

She looked so tiny sitting there, even my jaded heart went out to her. She twisted the tissue in her hand and kept her eyes averted from those of us on the other side of the table. 

“I’m sorry,” she started, taking a shuddering breath. “I didn’t know anyone was going to get hurt.”

“What did you think was going to happen if dogs ate nails and antifreeze?” I asked, trying to keep the sarcasm from my voice. 

“They told me it would only make them sick, not kill them!” she cried. “By the time I found out a dog had died, it was too late.”

“Too late for what?” my dad asked. “It’s never too late to do the right thing, Tabby.”

Detective Jonas interjected. “Let me fill you in on what we’ve found out this morning, to speed things along here. Tabitha was approached by the owner of one of the umbrella companies asking her to work for them. They asked her to be an administrative aide so to say. Once she was hired, they told her about how they wanted to buy the dog park from your grandmother, but she wasn’t selling. After she died and the park went to the shelter, they were furious. Her bosses decided if they could make sure citizens didn’t use the park, by making it unsafe for their dogs, then the shelter would be willing to sell it to get rid of it.”

I shook my head back and forth. “Why would you agree to something so underhanded, Tabby?”

She was shaking now and stood, leaning across the table. “I did it to get back at you!”

I sat back at her outburst and Foster grabbed me before I fell out of the chair. I didn’t know what to say, so I sat there and the room went silent. She plopped back into the chair and put her head in her hands. 

“You wouldn’t lend me any money and I was stuck working for them instead of building my own business. I was angry and thought, what would it hurt? I honestly didn’t know it would get out of hand like it has.”

“But you had to get back at me, so you decided to risk the lives of every dog, and possibly children, in Little Ivywood?”

She was quiet again, staring at her hands. “In the beginning, yes, but after you told me about the little dog dying I knew it had gone too far. I went to Malik and told him I wouldn’t help them anymore. The park would never be for sale and they should find a different place to put their restaurant.”

“But you didn’t stop,” Foster pointed out. “These acts of vandalism have continued.”

She nodded sadly. “That’s where the too late part came in,” she explained. “They told me if I didn’t help them get the park they would hurt my family. They showed me pictures of them inside Mabel’s house standing next to your instruments. They made their point. They could get to you anytime they wanted to. They had pictures of Lorenzo driving Mabel’s car, and pictures of Maḿa and Dad. If I didn’t help them, they weren’t afraid to get revenge. I was mad at you, but I didn’t want you to die, Cinn.”

“Is all of this why you came to my house the other night? Were you trying one last time to get the park? All you’ve been asking for is money.”

She threw her hands up. “I had to ask you something because every day, when Foster wouldn’t sell to them, they had a new threat. They even threatened to make sure you got too many drugs when you were in the hospital and never woke up.”

“Who are these people?” Foster and I asked at the same time. 

Detective Jonas stood and leaned on the table. “They’re a crime syndicate which operates under a well-respected wholesale food chain. They look on the up and up until you dig deep enough. They not only own the Steak Round Restaurants, but they own the wholesale food distribution site.”

Foster nodded. “Which is what I found when I started Googling, looking for a connection between the companies emailing me asking me to sell the park. I had no idea there was something more criminal underneath it all, though. They obviously have enough money to build a restaurant anywhere in Little Ivywood, why did they have to build it on the park?”

Tabitha sighed, but it sounded a little like a sob. “Mr. Dearing, which is what I had to call him, had a thing for Mabel.”

“What?” my dad asked leaning forward. 

Tabby shrugged. “He told me they had,” she cleared her throat and rolled her eyes to the ceiling, “you know. When Mabel refused to date him after the first night, he decided he would show her.”

I held up a hand. “Wait, why would it matter now if Mabel is dead? If he only wanted revenge against Mabel, he would have stopped pursuing the land once she died. Something isn’t adding up. Granted the park is close to the highway, but there isn’t even enough room for adequate parking for a restaurant.”

Detective Jonas stood near my father and nodded. “I agree with you, Cinn, but we haven’t done enough digging to find out what else he was after. We will though, because this is about more than being snubbed by a woman.” He turned his attention to my dad and I could tell what he had to say would change everything. “Mr. Dalton, when the body farm took possession of Mabel, the forensic coroner ran a battery of tests on her blood, something they do on every body for their forensic pathologists to study. They found a high level of tadalafil in her blood. Do you know what that is?” My father shook his head, but I saw Foster flinch. “It’s an erectile dysfunction drug. If taken by someone on the medications your mother was on, it would be deadly.”

My father’s face blanched white and he grabbed Maḿa’s hand. “Why didn’t they tell us she had overdosed? They said she died of a heart attack.”

“She did, technically, but it was likely brought on by the medication. Since she was found in a compromising position, he simply thought she took it herself.”

“I thought you said it was for men,” Maḿa said. 

“It is, but it’s not unusual for women to buy it from online pharmacies and take it to stimulate their own sex drive as well,” Detective Jonas explained. “I’m sure this isn’t something you wanted to find out about your mother, but it comes into play here as important.”

“You think she was murdered,” Lorenzo deduced and Detective Jonas shrugged one shoulder. 

“We will never know if she took the drug or if someone slipped it in her drink at the restaurant. Did you find any medication bottles of it when you cleaned out her house?”

Everyone looked to me, but I put my hands up in defense. “I took them all to the medication recycling facility, but I didn’t check them because no one told me to look for it.” 

Foster rubbed my arm and whispered in my ear. “Don’t get worked up. No one is blaming you.”

Detective Jonas agreed with him. “He’s right, no one is at fault here. It appears we dropped the ball a long time before it even got to you. For now, all we can do is figure out how to get Tabitha out of this before they hurt her or any of you.”

“Do you believe her?” Maḿa asked. I couldn’t tell if her voice held a touch of hope or fear.

He nodded. “I do. She has multiple documents showing he did, in fact, blackmail her as well as attempt to rape her.”

Maḿa gasped and my father and Lorenzo jumped up, getting in Jonas’s face. “Arrest him!”

Maḿa went to Tabitha and put her arms around her while Jonas motioned for the men to sit down. Tabitha looked shell-shocked and for the first time I felt sorry for her. Maybe she didn’t know what she had signed up for when she took this job. 

Foster leaned into my ear and whispered. “Is she faking this?”

I shook my head slightly. “I know her and she’s not. She’s legit right now. She’s never been the kind to investigate things for herself, which is why I’m not surprised she didn’t Google to find out what antifreeze does to dogs. I’m sure she’s heartbroken she’s caused so many problems.”

Once the room had settled down again, Jonas leaned on the table. “This is what’s going to happen. Tabitha is going to leave here with a wire. She’s going to go to the head boss and tell them we questioned her, but released her due to lack of evidence. She’s going to get him to talk about his plan so we have it on record. Then we will pick him up and start the process of shutting them down.”

“What about their safety?” Lorenzo asked. “If anyone touches a hair on my mother’s or sisters’ heads, they’re going to be sorry.”

Jonas held up his hand. “All of you will be fine. We will be monitoring Tabitha while she’s in with Malik. If we think for even a second he’s going to hurt her, we will break down the door. As far as the rest of your safety, I think you three will be fine.” He pointed at my Maḿa, Dad and my brother. “Cinn on the other hand, I’m worried about. If they can get inside your house, then they may have been the ones to drug Mabel. We will be investigating her death as a crime rather than a natural event. Cinn, would you be willing to stay with your parents until we can rein this in?”

Foster shook his head. “No, she will stay with me at the shelter. We have full time security monitoring and no one is getting in there without me knowing about it.”

I shifted in my seat, the long hours last night catching up to me. “I agree. I don’t want to put my parents in more danger than they already are. I will be having a locksmith change all the locks on the doors and all the windows will be locked until this is over, but I’ll stay with Foster for now.”

Jonas nodded once. “Excellent. I have nothing else then. Until we’ve arrested Malik, and anyone else he fingers, please watch your back.”

“What about Tabitha?” I asked, worried for her safety, too. 

“She will be staying in a holding cell until we get the major players rounded up. It’s the safest place for her, and we still have to address the vandalism charges and the animal abuse charges.”

Tabitha sobbed a little into her tissue and tried to get control of herself, holding up her hand. “I’ll do whatever I have to do. If it matters, the meat I dropped in the park last night I switched out with the steak he had dipped in rat poison. I knew rat poison would kill a dog immediately. So, I threw in untainted steak, and hoped they caught it in the morning before any dogs went in to play. I’m truly sorry for the heartache I’ve caused. When Cinn told me a little dog had died, I didn’t know what to do. I have to make it right and I’ll serve my time for those charges.”

Jonas rested a hand on Tabitha’s shoulder. “Since she will be helping us with bringing down this large cartel, the judge will look favorably on her willingness to make things right. I will be suggesting because of her help with the investigation, we stay her sentence to time spent while she helped us. Likely she will get community service hours to repay her debt to the community. I will also recommend her record be expunged upon completion of her community service.”

Foster leaned forward. “I have the perfect place for her to complete the community service. We’re fundraising at the shelter for a new grooming station and doggie daycare. I’ll need someone to organize and help oversee it, as well as keep the dog park in proper condition.”

I rubbed his back, thankful to him for being forgiving and giving someone a second chance. The rest of my family, including Tabitha, wore a smile. 

“I would be honored to do that, Doctor Kern,” Tabitha said. “And I’m sorry for all I’ve done. I want to make it right and pay restitution to the owners whose animals were sick because of what I did. I know it’s the right thing to do.”

Foster nodded once and looked at Jonas. “Please let me know when her sentence has been handed down then we can do the paperwork and get her started, if the judge feels it’s an acceptable punishment.”

Jonas nodded, a smile on his face. “That’s big of you, Doctor Kern. I know your own dog fell ill from all of this and you’ve spent countless hours trying to catch who was behind it. You certainly don’t have to allow her into the shelter.”

Foster looked at me and then back to him. “I know, but if she’s willing to serve her time with us, we are more than willing to have her.”

Jonas motioned at the door. “You’re all free to go. We’ll keep in touch and let you know when we’ve arrested Malik. In the meantime, be careful. I’m not overly worried he will try anything considering Tabitha has done what he’s asked her to do, but remain vigilant.”

Everyone stood and filed out, except for me, Foster and Tabitha. I put a hand on Foster’s shoulder and whispered in his ear. “I need to talk to my sister for a minute. I’ll be right out.”

He raised an eyebrow, but walked through the open door where Jonas stood waiting. My sister looked like hell. She had red-rimmed eyes, puffy cheeks and a bandage covering her left forearm. I sat on the edge of the table and swung my leg lazily. 

“What happened to your arm, Tabby?” I asked, pointing at the bandage. 

She covered it protectively and stared straight ahead. “I hurt it. It will be fine.”

“Did he hurt it?” I asked, watching how she held it protectively against her belly. 

She pulled the bandage back to show a gash through her skin which was oozing blood. I gasped and shook my head a little at her. “What the hell happened?”

“Malik was unhappy about the job I was doing. He told me he would give me some incentive to get the job done right. He took a knife and sliced me. I can’t afford to go to a doctor, so I have to hope it heals.”

I shook my head slowly as she tried to cover it back up. I called out the door to Foster and he came in immediately. “He cut her, Foster. He’s a sick animal who should be locked up for the rest of his life. Will you look at the cut and see if it needs medical attention?”

He looked at me with sadness in his eyes, but went to her and spoke to her softly while he inspected the wound. He looked up at Detective Jonas. “Did you know about this?”

Jonas shook his head. “I saw the bandage, but didn’t know what was under it.”

Foster looked at the wound carefully and finally stood. “She needs stitches, antibiotics, and a tetanus shot. Can you arrange it?”

“Of course, I’ll have it taken care of before we send her back to Malik.”

Foster patted Tabitha on the back and left again, leaving only the two of us in the room. Tabitha looked up at me sadly and took my hand. “I’m sorry, Cinn. I wish I had never taken this job. I don’t expect you to forgive me, but I do hope you know I wouldn’t have let them hurt you.” 

I crossed my arms over my chest and sighed. “I forgive you, Tabitha, but I don’t agree with what you’ve done. Can I ask you one question?” She nodded and I motioned around the empty room. “Between you and me, what did you need the twenty thousand dollars for? It seems like a small sum for Malik to ask for.”

“He didn’t ask for any money. I wanted the money so I could quit working for him and start my own business. I don’t know why I thought he would allow me to stop working for him, but I was scared.”

I stood, weighted by the sadness on my heart. “I hope this is a wakeup call and you find a way to make things right with everyone. Once you have, come to me and we’ll talk about your business ideas. Okay?”

She nodded, a weak smile pulling her lips up ever so slightly. “Thanks, Cinn. I promise to make you proud, as soon as I clean up this mess I made.”

I felt bad for her and leaned down, hugging her. “I know you will, Tabby. All I want is for you to be happy. You have some tough work ahead of you, but I know someday you’ll make your dreams come true.”

I held her hand and squeezed it before I dropped it, turned, and walked away from the woman who had disappointed me and made me proud, all at the same time.

Chapter Twenty-Two
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Foster took my hand as we walked toward the entrance to the school. “Why are there so many cars here?” I asked, looking around the lot. “There’s only a few coming to help in the band room.” 

Foster held the door open and motioned me in behind Brutus. “It’s probably an early season practice scrimmage or something. We’d better hurry or we’ll be late,” he said, grabbing my hand again as we walked down the hallway. 

“I’m exhausted after all of the emotions the last twelve hours,” I said motioning out the door. “I can’t believe Tabitha was being blackmailed.”

“I’m glad it worked out for everyone. I think we’ll change her mind about dogs by the time she’s done working at the shelter, too.” He winked at me and I laughed, rubbing Brutus’s head as he walked alongside us. Poopsie had stayed at the shelter, but Brutus was a fan favorite in my classroom, so I brought him along. I could see the band room lights on, but when we pushed the door open, the room sat empty.

I turned around slowly, taking in the room, which had been completely remodeled with new instrument cubbies, filing cabinets, and music stands. 

“Whoa, I’m confused, Foster,” I whispered, running my hand over the wire grated instrument lockers. There were only a few of them, enough for the big instruments which stayed at the school. The new sheet music system was something I had been looking at for years, but didn’t have the money to purchase. 

“What is that?” he asked, pointing at where my hand rested on the wooden cabinet. 

I pulled one door open. “It’s for organizing sheet music.” I pulled out one of the tabbed folders. “See the tabs? Director’s copy goes in the front and each instrument has a spot. When you have all the pieces correctly filed, you put it in the slots in the cabinet.”

“I like it. How cool. I would imagine super easy for the teacher to use, too,” he answered, looking through the rest of the cabinet. “It looks like someone filed it all for you already, too.”

I nodded slowly. “Someone did, and there’s music in here I didn’t purchase. Pieces I’ve been wanting, but haven’t had the money to buy. I don’t know where any of this came from. Mr. Manchester, the principal, would have told me if they were redoing the band room so he could get my input.”

He pointed around the room with his finger. “It looks like someone already had your input.”

“I have no idea what’s going on, Foster,” I said, plopping down on my director’s stool. In the silence of the room, I could hear music coming from the other side of the school. “Is that Genius Environment and The Pimp?” I asked, going to the door and opening it. 

He laughed as he came up behind me. “Who came up with the name, anyway?”

I looked back at him. “I don’t know, but it’s definitely them playing. Why are they practicing in the gym and why is there no one here to help me with the room? Do you think they’re all down listening to them practice?”

“Only one way to find out, I guess,” he said, taking my hand and walking with me toward the gym. 

I rubbed my face with my other hand and leaned into him. “I shouldn’t have come. I’m too tired and I have no patience left.”

Brutus snuffled his nose into my hand as though he knew I needed him to help me stay calm. I stopped walking and knelt, hugging his neck, resting my cheek on his soft fur. “I love you, Brutus,” I said into his ear. “You know when I need extra help to get through the day.”

Foster rubbed my back and knelt next to me. “We should go see what’s going on. Once we’re done here I’m going to take you to my apartment and you can sleep for as long as you need to.”

I stood up and he put his arm around me while we walked. Every few steps Brutus’s tail brushed against my leg, his fur tickling my skin. We rounded the corner and the doors to the gymnasium were open. I could see my kids playing for what looked to be almost a full house. I stood there shaking my head back and forth until he leaned down and whispered in my ear, “What’s the matter?”

“No one told me they were playing for an event today. They must be running late. Let’s go sit down and watch until they finish,” I said excitedly. 

I grabbed Brutus’s collar and Foster held the door. We found an empty bleacher at the bottom and I waved at the players while they performed. When the music ended, the kids received a standing ovation from the crowd.

Foster leaned over to whisper in my ear, “I love you.”

I turned and looked at him quizzically, but said, “I love you, too.”

There was tapping on a microphone and a man I had never seen before, stood next to Mr. Manchester. “It looks like our guest of honor has arrived.” The crowd started another round of applause until he quieted them with his hands. “Cinn Dalton, would you come up here, please?”

I pointed at my chest and shook my head a little bit, but they kept motioning for me to come up with the papers in their hands. I looked at Foster still shaking my head, but he took Brutus’s collar and urged me to go up as well. I stood and smoothed my shirt, wondering what on earth was going on. I reached Mr. Manchester without any real memory of walking the full distance to the middle of the gym. 

“What’s going on?” I asked out of the corner of my mouth. 

All he did was bring the microphone to his mouth and began to speak. “It seems our Battle of the Bands gained some notoriety on the internet a few weeks ago. It came to my attention that the Genius Environment and the Pimp video had gone viral,” he said using quotations around viral, “and over one million people have watched the video on YouTube.”

The crowd broke into clapping and hooting again for the kids still seated with their instruments. They looked as embarrassed and awkward as I felt standing here. 

“Some of you may remember our band director, Cinn Dalton, standing on a stool playing the bass and directing the kids, at the same time.” The crowd opened up with clapping and chants of “Cinn, Cinn, Cinn.” I motioned with my hands for them to quiet because I had no idea what was going on, but I was dying to know. “That group of students and their teacher caught the attention of some big-name bands, instrument manufacturers, and jazz artists alike. Gentleman, and ladies, would you bring the package in now?” He lowered the microphone as three men and two women rolled carts into the gymnasium. Their shirts had the emblem of the company they represented, and resting on the cart were brand new horns and drums. 

I put my hands to my mouth, and I knew they were shaking, but couldn’t stop them. Foster must have noticed from the bleachers and came to me, holding my elbows to give me strength. I listened as the reps from the instrument companies introduced themselves. The last woman took the microphone and explained why they had come today. “My name is Allison Keller, and I work public relations for the largest horn maker in the nation. We always have a finger on the pulse of youth music, and when we came across the video from earlier this summer, we knew we wanted to do something to help the students at this school. I got in touch with a few of my colleagues from other instrument companies and then contacted Mr. Manchester to find out how we could help. When he explained to me how Martindale is a charter school where over half of the students come on scholarships because of their musical talent, we wanted to try to ease the burden on their parents, and on their instructor. We have it on good authority she spends a lot of time at home repairing instruments so the kids can keep playing. If you’ll turn your attention to the kids coming in the door, you’ll see each student has been fitted with an instrument which is the correct size, and professional quality, for them to further their career in music.”

The crowd went wild as my band filed in the room, each of them waving at the crowd as they sat down with their shiny new instruments in their hands. I felt my knees buckle and then a chair slide under me. Foster kept his hands on my shoulders, while Brutus sat next to me on the floor. 

The man standing next to my principal took the microphone next. “My name is Alvin Lackey, and I am the Secretary of Education for the state. I’m also a jazz trumpet player.” The crowd clapped wildly for him and he motioned at the kids who were waiting to play. “It isn’t often we get the opportunity to witness the impact an educator has on their students the way we saw in the video from the recent special event. As an educator, and musician, watching Ms. Dalton perform the piece with her students brought tears to my eyes, and pride to heart. When I found out that she was so ill that day she had to have a helper hold up her bass, I knew just how deep her devotion to her students ran.” The crowd didn’t let him continue until Mr. Manchester quieted them the way any good principal would. “It is my special honor to present a special edition of the California Teacher of the Year award to Ms. Cinnamon Dalton for dedication to her students and the school as a whole. I received countless emails from parents, after they found out about the award, sharing stories with me about Ms. Dalton. There was one story in particular that touched me the most, so I have asked Emerio Torres to present the award to his teacher.”

He tucked the microphone under his arm and Emerio made his way to the front of the room, the saxophone I had given him hung around his neck, instead of a brand new one like I expected. I stood and Foster moved the chair while Emerio accepted the microphone. 

“My name is Emerio Torres and I play the alto saxophone. A few weeks before the Battle of the Bands my old saxophone fell apart.” He did a thumb down and the crowd laughed with the boy who had a grin on his face. “Ms. Dalton promised to fix it for me so I could play at the event, but she couldn’t repair it. When I came the next day to band practice, she had a new saxophone for me. Well, it wasn’t new, and it wasn’t simply any saxophone; it was the great jazz musician Mr. Ronald Dorsey’s saxophone. I am proud to play this horn, because every time I look at it, I see how much Ms. Dalton loves me. Thank you for everything you do for us, and for the music program, Ms. Dalton,” he finished, taking the plaque from Mr. Lackey and handing it to me. 

I held it in utter disbelief and looked up at everyone in front of me, the reality of what was happening setting in when I saw the words ‘California Music Teacher of the Year’ in gold letters on the plaque above my picture. Foster wiped a tear off my face, so I could speak to the crowd when they handed me the microphone. 

“Wow,” I breathed, and the crowd clapped happily. “This has come as a complete surprise to me. I’ve been a little out of touch since the Battle of the Bands as I recovered from my illness. When the kids called to set up a day to help me get the room in order for the start of school I wasn’t expecting any of this.” Everyone laughed as flashes were going off across the bleachers. I held up the plaque. “This gives me so much pride in what I do every day, and I can’t thank everyone enough for this honor.” I pointed at the carts with the new instruments. “I can’t tell you how badly I’m itching to run over there and dig into those instruments!” The crowd broke into laughter and clapping while I hugged Emerio so he could go sit down, and then thanked each individual representative there. When the crowd was quiet, I brought the microphone back to my lips. “Now I understand why my band room has new lockers and music cabinets.” Mr. Lackey pointed at himself and laughed along with everyone else. “I don’t think I’ve ever made it a secret how much I love teaching your kids. They inspire me, test me, teach me, and touch me. These new horns and instruments, not to mention the copious amount of new jazz music in the file cabinet in my room, will allow me to keep challenging the kids, and give us an opportunity to make next year’s Battle of the Bands the best one yet. 

I want to take this opportunity to thank my parents for helping me navigate the early years in my life when I felt a lot like your kids do, which is anything but a normal teenager. I have to thank my Grandma Mabel for all the money she spent buying me instruments because I decided I had to learn to play every instrument I could get my hands on.” The crowd laughed and for the first time I noticed my parents sitting on the bottom bleacher by the door. I blew them a kiss and held my hand to my chest. “I also want to thank Doctor Foster Kern for being there that fateful Saturday to hold the bass I wasn’t supposed to be playing, which made all of this possible. I love you,” I blew him a kiss, too, and he winked as he tried to keep hold of Brutus. The dog broke free and ran to me, skittering to a stop before he hit my legs, then sat, looking up at me. “I guess someone else doesn’t want to be forgotten. This is Brutus. I inherited him when my Grandma Mabel passed away several months ago.” My heart clenched knowing there was a real chance she would still be with us if it hadn’t been for the dog park. “Back then I thought I was inheriting a dog, but now I understand what I inherited was love. How do you change the world? The answer is simple. With a whole lot of music and even more love. They are the two universal languages of the world. Thank you all for coming and sharing in this breathtaking surprise with me today. It looks like the kids have some music in store for everyone, so how about we let them get to it?”

The crowd stood, clapping enthusiastically as I hugged Mr. Manchester and Mr. Lackey. 

“The kids are going to play What A Wonderful World. Would you do the honor of directing it? I’ll be playing the trumpet,” Mr. Lackey said as he walked with me to where the band was waiting. I noticed the other music reps had all taken a different percussion instrument and were ready to play, too. I found the director’s copy on the music stand and I opened it, the song one I could direct in my sleep. I raised my hands and the kids brought their horns to their lips. As I stood animated in time, I saw my whole world stretch out before me.
Epilogue
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The first few months of school started with a bang, and most evenings I spent planning lessons and walking dogs before I snuggled into the chest of the man I love, to fall asleep. During the week, Foster and I stay at the shelter, but on the weekends, we stay at my house, because neither of us wanted to address our living situation. We didn’t want to bring up what the other one was thinking, which was deciding where we’re going to live, because we will be living together. 

It took the police one day to get the information from Tabitha’s wire to arrest Malik Dearing. During his initial interrogation, the detectives tripped him up and he confessed to killing Mabel. Considering her body was long past being of any use in a murder investigation, he did us a favor by confessing. At least we don’t have to wonder anymore. 

Our family had to come together then because we didn’t want finger pointing to rip us apart. We all knew they had been after the dog park long before Tabitha was hired by them, but she took it the hardest. She worked tirelessly with the police to help them build an airtight case against the corporation. It took another month to round up all the associates he had conveniently sprinkled throughout each company to do his bidding. 

As we suspected, Malik wanted the dog park for something other than simple revenge on Mabel for not dating him. The dog park sat on a gold mine, literally, at least according to Malik. The history of that small one-acre piece of land goes way back to his great grandfather who supposedly buried gold or diamonds somewhere near the park. How near the park has yet to be determined. In fact, it hasn’t even been determined if there is gold there. For all we know it’s a body of Great Grandpa Dearing’s enemy. 

Apparently, the family lost the land in a mob deal gone bad years ago, and the new generation didn’t know anything about the land’s history. When Mabel bought it six years ago, she had no idea about its dark past either. Malik discovered the information about the land from documents hidden in an old barn on his property shortly after Mabel purchased the land. He planned to wine and dine her until she handed him the deed, but he obviously didn’t know Mabel. He figured it would be easier to get the park out of the humane society’s hands than hers, so he killed her. He obviously underestimated this town and their devotion to their four legged friends. Currently, the police and humane society board are discussing how to proceed, but I have it on good authority the park will be here to stay.

Thanks to Tabitha’s testimony, the judge stayed her sentence for the vandalism and time served for the malicious vandalism which made the dogs sick. However, Tabitha surprised us all when she stepped up to the plate and agreed to work with Foster to put together a campaign to teach the community about the dangers of antifreeze to their pets. Her required community service hours have long since been served, but she has found in the shelter a community who was willing to forgive her. She did such a good job with the shelter’s campaign for the doggie daycare and salon the new owner of the Steak Round hired her as a marketing director, which has been the best opportunity she’s ever had.

None of us were more surprised than Sandy when we called her to the shelter and Tabitha presented her with a Yorkie terrier for which she drove two hours one way to pick up. They hugged, we cried, and Tabitha found the forgiveness she had been seeking. I guess it’s true what they say; we all grow up sometime, some of us later than others, but Tabitha made all of us proud with her determination to right her wrongs the last few months. 

As for me, I’ve received a new job offer every day since the beautiful Saturday afternoon when they honored me with the music teacher of the year award, one I’m still not convinced I deserve. I’ve politely turned down each job offer because I’ve never been happier teaching the kids I teach. With the addition of the percussion instruments we were given, we could accept two more percussionists into the school, and they have been a driving force behind the new marching band we’ve been working to put together. 

I parked my Bug next to Foster’s and let Brutus out of the passenger side. He promptly clamored to the fence of the dog park where Poopsie waited for him. The sun had nearly set and the park lay in shadows, but I knew inside it somewhere lurked the man I love. He called me an hour ago, and told me to meet him here, why I wasn’t sure, since we changed the hours of the dog park now to only daylight hours. 

I grabbed Brutus’s collar and called out to him. “Foster, are you here?”

“I’m right here, sweetheart,” he said and I turned toward his voice. He was under the tree sitting on Mabel’s bench, but stood and walked to the gate, opening it for me. 

I let go of Brutus’s collar and he ran off to see Poopsie. “Hi,” I said, falling into his arms as he wrapped me up in them. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing’s going on,” he answered, kissing my head. 

I looked up at him, his face so honest and eager, I brought my hand up and caressed his face. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

He leaned down and kissed me, his lips demanding, and more passionate than I’ve ever experienced with him. I wrapped my arms around his neck and let him make love to my mouth in the middle of a dog park, on a Tuesday night in October, as a fall wind blew across our faces. When he kissed me, it was as though we became one for those few minutes our lips were locked together and our hearts beat as one. 

He ripped his lips from mine and held me to his chest, my head moving to the rhythm of his heavy breathing. “I love you so very much, Cinn,” he said, his voice strained from the kiss. 

“I love you, too. You make me feel safe and loved every time you hold me, but I’m nervous something is wrong.”

He dropped his arms and picked up my hand, walking with me around Mabel’s bench to a spot under a tree. He had a checkered tablecloth on the ground, small LED lanterns sat on each corner providing a soft glow in the growing darkness, and a picnic basket in the middle of it. 

“Wow, a picnic on a Tuesday? What did I do to deserve this?” I asked as he helped me sit down on the blanket. 

He sat next to me and reached for the bottle next to the basket. “You’re you, which is enough of a reason to have a picnic.” He held up the bottle. “I know you’re avoiding alcohol, so I got sparkling cider. Can you drink some?”

I nodded, his thoughtfulness touching my soul. “Thank you for always remembering what I can and can’t have, Foster. It means a lot to me when you avoid eating and drinking certain things because I can’t have them.”

He handed me a glass of the cider in a champagne flute. “I want to take care of you. Nothing else matters to me, and I wouldn’t think of eating something in front of you I know you want, but can’t have.”

“I love you,” I said, a huge grin on my face. 

“I love you too, now, how about a toast?” He held his glass up and I did the same, waiting for him to speak. “To picnics in the park, long walks with the dogs, movies on the couch, and Saturday morning sleep ins. You’ve changed my world and I’ve never been happier.” 

We clinked glasses and I took a sip of the sweet bubbly liquid in the glass. “Mmmm, tasty,” I said, leaning back on one hand. “Where did you get it?” 

He was unloading the rest of the basket which contained food for him and a cold bottle of Ensure for me. “I got it at McCafferty’s Orchard. They make the best sparkling cider there.”

I set my glass down on the blanket and hugged my knees. “I’ve heard of it, but I’ve never been there.”

“You’re kidding? It’s only thirty minutes away.” He paused and pointed toward the east. 

“I know, but I’ve never gone. I can’t eat apples with the peels on, so I’ve always thought why bother. But I didn’t know they sold cider. Would you take me one day?”

He leaned toward me and kissed me gently. “We’re going this Saturday and you’re going to be in for a real treat. They sell so much more than apples. I know you love squash and you can get every kind under the sun there.”

I nodded, looking out over the empty dog park where Brutus and Poopsie ran around and through the tunnels. “I can’t eat anything tonight, but feel free to eat when you’re hungry,” I told him, turning my head to look over my shoulder. 

He scooted up behind me and wrapped both arms around me, his legs cradling mine on each side. “I brought you a protein drink because I know you’re having trouble eating at night. Life has been extraordinarily stressful lately, hasn’t it?”

I leaned back against his chest and sighed. “You’re not kidding. I’m so glad everything worked out the way it did for Tabitha. I had no idea she held so much animosity toward me. Knowing her reasons made it easier to forgive her, which seemed to be the best thing I’ve ever done for my relationship with her. It feels like once she could forgive me for whatever she felt happened in our childhood, she blossomed into her full potential. She’s smart, funny, and kind, three things I never thought I would say about her.”

He nodded against my head. “She’s helped me so much with getting the new doggie daycare and grooming station campaign going. If it weren’t for her, we wouldn’t have half the funding we need for the building already.”

“Crazy to think how quickly it’s happened. She and I were talking and I had an idea. Did she talk to you about it?” I asked. 

“No, I haven’t heard a thing about it. Feel like sharing?”

I shrugged. “It’s not a big secret, but we haven’t worked out all the details yet. We were thinking about putting together an evening of jazz at the civic center. We’d have food, music, dancing and hopefully raise a whole bunch of money for the shelter. My kids are excited about it and I was thinking I would ask The King if he and his jazz band would participate. I want to build a bridge with him rather than continue the kind of relationship we have now.”

“You’re wonderful,” he whispered, kissing my cheek. “I’m still in awe of the fact I’m holding you every day when you could have any man you wanted.”

I shook my head slightly and turned my head to look at him. “I’m with the man I want. I want you, Foster. I want the guy who brings me Ensure to a picnic because he knows me so well. I want the guy who devised a drip system so I can read a book or snooze while doing a tube feeding. I want the guy who took a chance on me, and my big hulk of a dog, and didn’t look back. You’re the guy I want to spend my life with.”

He lowered his lips to mine and kissed them tenderly. “I will never look back, Cinn. In fact, I brought you here tonight because I want to look to the future. Do you remember the first time we sat together at this park?”

“I do,” I said, smiling at him as he moved around to sit next to me. “I remember thinking how you were so different than any man I had ever known before. I loved how your laughter was infectious and how your belly jiggled when you laughed. You were wholesome and you weren’t afraid to be real with me. You were empathetic about Mabel and I could see in your eyes how much you were grieving for her, too.”

He picked up my hand and kissed my knuckles, his smile illuminated by the lanterns around us. “I remember thinking how thankful I was you inherited Brutus, and that Mabel had built this park, because I finally got to meet you. I took one look at you and I knew she hadn’t done you justice when she described you. Your golden-brown skin, and sweet, sparkling eyes drew me in and made a little dent in my heart. Each time I saw you, I noticed something new about you: your laugh, your smile, your honesty, the love you have for your family and students, your long fingers, and your strong faith against tough situations. In hindsight, I realize now I had fallen in love with you instantly, but I didn’t think I deserved to have a woman like you.” I grabbed his hand, ready to argue, but he held a finger to my lips. “You’ve convinced me, sweetheart. You’ve shown me unconditional love and taught me what’s in my heart is more important than what’s on a scale.”

I smiled, happy to hear my words coming from his lips. “I love you unconditionally, Foster. Always.”

“I know that’s true, Cinn,” he said, reaching in his pocket and pulling out a ring. 

I stopped breathing as I sat in front of him, and his hands were shaking as he held the ring. “Oh, Foster,” I whispered, so happy the tears were already running down my face. 

He reached up and wiped away a tear with his thumb. “Don’t cry, baby. You don’t have to say yes.” He winked and I laughed through my tears, the reality of the situation hitting me full on. 

He looked down at the ring and back to me. “I chose this ring because it reminded me of everything you are. You sparkle like the diamond, and your sparkle wrapped around my heart. The rubies represent your heart holding everything together, including me. I’ve been afraid to ask you to marry me the past few months, convincing myself it was too soon and you would say no. Then I stopped at a mall to pick up food from a drive for the animal shelter when I walked past this little jewelry store. This ring sat under glass, but it was still sparkling. It drew me into the store, and I went immediately to it, kneeling to inspect it the way a child inspects something they don’t understand. I still don’t understand it, but I’m sitting here with this beautiful ring and now it’s time for me to get down on one knee,” he said, pushing himself up so he could kneel. “I want to ask you the most important question I’ve ever asked anyone. Cinnamon Mabel Dalton will you share your life with me, through the good times and the bad, through sickness and health, through the painful times and the joyous times by being my wife? Will you marry me?”

I was already nodding, the tears streaming down my cheeks as I held his face in my hands. Brutus had lumbered over and sat next to me, somehow knowing what was happening would change our lives. 

“Yes, I’ll marry you, Foster. With my whole heart and soul, yes!” 

He slid the ring on my finger. The way it fit perfectly without him having it sized, didn’t go unnoticed by either of us. We both stared at it on my finger for a split second before I launched myself into his arms. I held him tightly, his love filling all the cracks in my heart, making it new again. 

I turned my head and whispered in his ear. “When Mabel died, I thought I inherited a dog and a house, but I was so wrong. I inherited the love of a lifetime, with you.”

Brutus gave a short bark and licked the side of Foster’s face, making us laugh with abandon. As the sun finished setting in shades of orange, red, and yellow, I couldn’t help but snuggle closer to him and think to myself, what a wonderful world.
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Prologue

I crossed my arms across my chest, but didn’t bow my head. I did spend the next ten minutes wishing I could be anywhere but here. Outside the doors of this little funeral home in Little Ivywood, California, the sun shined bright and I could be doing anything other than pretending to grieve for a woman I barely knew. My grandmother, Mabel Dalton, kicked the bucket a few nights back while doing the horizontal mambo with a guy four years her senior. Since Mabel was eighty-five at the time of her demise, you understand why I really don’t want to think about that for too long. I don’t remember a time in my life when Mabel didn’t look like she had just sucked on a lemon, and was generally grouchier than the green grouch in the garbage can. She claimed to be an assassin for the US Government back in her hay day. Technically, I suppose she was a sniper, but I always wondered how many of those stories were true.

Mabel was about as loved as a bat in your bedroom at three a.m. The truth is, the guy she was riding like a bucking bronco at the rodeo did the world a favor. Even my dad, her only son, was tired of her crankiness. He wanted her to go to an assisted living facility, but Mabel made it very clear that wasn’t happening. She wanted to stay in her house, come hell or high water, until she died. I can’t blame her, I guess. Mabel defined spry, proud that she didn’t have a twinge of pain at eight-five. That’s why it seemed odd to me that she would suddenly have a heart attack out of the blue. I guess it’s true what they say. When it’s your time to go, it’s your time go. I loved Mabel in the same kind of strange way she loved us; from a distance and without expectations.

Mabel had a mean streak a mile wide. Case in point, when my dad fell in love with, and proposed to, a beautiful Hispanic woman, Mabel threw a hissy fit to end all hissy fits. She didn’t want her only son marrying the girl from Mexico, even though that girl from Mexico had lived in the United States for a decade, legally. Mabel refused to go to the wedding, so my dad refused to include her on the invitations or as part of the groom’s party. He didn’t want her there with all her negativity and judgmental attitude toward my mom’s family. I’ve seen the pictures and videos of their wedding day and I think Mabel had it all wrong. She missed out on not only a beautiful ceremony and party, but on seeing how two people in love can come together regardless of the culture they grew up in, and become one. Mabel refused to have anything to do with my dad and his new bride, even when her first grandchild, my sister Tabitha, was born. A few years later, my sister Cinnamon came along and they gave her the middle name Mabel, hoping to appease the woman and bring her back into the fold. 

Cinn is the middle child in our family, and while Mabel carried negativity like a prized possession, Cinn carries positivity like a superpower. It’s hard to describe Cinn, but if asked, I would say she’s the biggest bottle of awesomesauce you can find. She’s crazy talented in music, and I don’t just mean she’s good at one instrument. Cinn can play almost every instrument ever made and has done so since she was a little girl. Her musical abilities allowed her playing with professional jazz bands for a year until she got sick and had to come home. Now she teaches band to musical geniuses like herself. She and I are close, I suppose because she spent a lot of time taking care of me and running me to ball practice and school once she graduated high school.

Of the three of us, Cinn formed the closest bond to Mabel, well as close as you could to a porcupine anyway. When our parents named her Cinnamon Mabel Dalton, I think my sister also inherited the guilt genes of the family, at least that’s what I always thought. Now, with age and maturity, I see that Cinn wasn’t driven by guilt, but by a connection to Mabel the rest of us didn’t have. Being that I’m six years younger than she is, and referred to in the family as the ‘surprise’, I started attending Cinn’s family dinners with Mabel by the time I was six. 

My older sister, Tabitha, the drama queen of the family, is all glitter and glam, insisting that everyone bow down at her feet. Okay, maybe she’s not that bad, wait, yes, she is. Some days you want to lock her in a room just so she would be quiet for a few minutes. Tabby, which is what we call her in the family, is thirty, which makes her nine years older than I am. Too bad she still doesn’t have a clue what she wants to be when she grows up. I went to work the other day and one of my buddies told me he had a great time with Tabby the night before, while she was working the pole at our local strip joint. I have never been prouder in my life. That was sarcasm, in case you couldn’t read my tone.

That leaves me, Lorenzo Bennie Dalton, the baby of the family. I’m almost twenty-two, but everyone still treats me as a baby. Everyone but Cinn, that is. She understands me and often runs interference for me with my dad, Bennie. I graduated trade school and my carpentry apprenticeship recently, and find nothing more satisfying than creating something with my hands that is beautiful and stands the test of time.  

I checked my watch and huffed quietly. It was ridiculous that we were even here, considering Mabel donated her body to science. The body farm came and took her from the house, with plans to let it steep in the hot California sun after they riddled it with bullets. I’m sure there is some point to that, but it gives me the heebie jeebies, so I try not to think about it. I snuck a peek around the chapel and the only one who looked truly sad and upset was Cinn. She was sitting on her hands, her head bowed. For a moment, I wondered if her stomach had started bothering her again. Cinn gets sick a lot, and I knew stress always made her illness worse. The fact is, everyone else sitting here would be happy to skip the service and go right to the reading of the will, but Cinn’s personality made her feel too much love and regret for Mabel to be disrespectful. I suspect that no one knew Mabel as well as Cinn did. I’m not sure that’s saying a lot, since even her son doesn’t know who she is deep down, but something told me, Cinn had her pegged, and would miss her more than any of us combined.

If I had to describe Mabel in one word, it would be ‘rich’. Not that it mattered to us, since she would likely leave all her assets to the humane society, but we’ll find that out in a few minutes. I sat and pondered if my attitude today stems from the fact that I never knew Mabel well, and therefore never had any warm grandmotherly like feelings toward her. Maybe the fact that I wanted to get this over with so I could get on with my Saturday answered my own question. I would feel guilty, but the family dynamic was what it was, and feeling guilty wouldn’t change it.

The minister recited the Lord’s Prayer with us and ended the service. I stood, happy to get out of this place, and away from Tabby’s fake wailing. My maḿa was trying to comfort her without rolling her eyes all the way to the back of her head. Like I said, total drama queen. Tabby might win an Academy Award one day if she keeps it up.

“Do you want to ride with us to the lawyer’s office?” my dad asked. Tabby was sniffling under Maḿa’s arm as they stood waiting for me to decide if I wanted to deal with that for the whole ride to the lawyer’s office. Tabby may have been playing grieving granddaughter, but it was all for show, so if she does land into some of Mabel’s money she looks like she deserves it. Those of us who lived in the real world knew that wasn’t going to happen. 

I shook my head at my dad. “I would, but I have my truck here, so I’ll meet you there.”

Dad patted me on the back. “Alright, but don’t be late. What I mean by that is if the line at the bakery is too long, skip it.”

I snickered at his words as I turned and left the chapel. He knew me too well. I craved a custard long john after that depressing display of grief. I headed toward my truck with the intention of grabbing a donut to sooth my grieving heart. I climbed into my truck and started it up, pulling out of the funeral home and heading downtown. This grieving stuff is hard work. Maybe I should get two donuts.
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