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Chapter 1

~ Jake ~

The Reunion

After another successful riding lesson, I smirked and tilted my cowboy hat to the

thankful mother.

She can't stop thanking me and promises to return with her teenage son, as she finally

parts with another wave. I'm popular with the parents for giving teenage boys riding

lessons at the ranch. I show them how to ride correctly while bringing fun into the

teaching.

"Nothing has changed, and you're still Mr. Popular."

I turn around at the sound of the voice since it seems they are addressing me, only to

get the surprise of a lifetime. My heart beats faster at seeing an old flame I hadn't

seen in a decade, due to her moving away.

"Mia Montgomery?! Wow, it's been forever and a day!" I exclaim, as we meet in the

middle, embracing deeply after such a long time apart. She smells like sweet

honeysuckle and nostalgia as I breathe her in like freshly brewed coffee.

We finally break the embrace and take a few long seconds to check each other out.

She has aged like fine wine into her thirties and looks even more beautiful. She has

this smile, suggesting she thinks the same of me.



"So, what are you doing here? In town to visit?"

"I moved back a couple of days ago."

My eyes widened at hearing that because I had begun to think she'd never move back

after she succeeded in staying gone for ten years and chasing the thrill of all the

curiosities and intrigue that the big city brings and promises. Her being back meant

she had gotten her fill, or it wasn't as cracked up as she expected.

"Wow... just you?" I can't help but pry, wondering if she's brought back a husband or

significant other. I'm always intrigued when city folk move here and then don't feel

comfortable living in such a small town.

They complain about how different it is from the big city, which I believe defeats the

purpose of moving to a small town if you're not able to adjust or adapt well to it.

"No, me and my mini-me. I have a daughter now."

My mouth drops open at hearing that. I'm brewing questions about the father, but

then I realize they're way too mysterious for our first conversation after ten years. So,

I decided to shelve it and let her tell me about it herself.

"I guess that's something we have in common after so many years apart. I'm also a

parent. I have an eight-year-old son. His name is Dylan, and boy, did he cause me to

mature to the level I needed to be in life."

We laugh at that before it dies once our shock over the other being a parent overtakes

us again. Now I'm stuck between asking her out to dinner to catch up or wondering if

I'll be crossing lines. Maybe even stepping on toes if the father is still in the picture.

Maybe he decided to stay in the city for work?



"I can understand that with my Emily. I still can't believe she's eight! It seems like

time flies by and they grow up right before our eyes!"

"Yeah, it's the same with Dylan," I nod, feeling connected through our shared

experiences as parents. "They grow too fast, making you wish you could freeze time."

Mia chuckles softly, brushing a loose strand of hair behind her ear. "Tell me about it.

The big city was something else, Jake. It's fast, you know? Everyone's always rushing

somewhere, always busy. And there's this constant noise like the city itself is alive."

I lean back, intrigued. "Sounds like a whole different world from here. Do you miss

it?"

She pauses, her gaze drifting off as if sifting through her memories. "Sometimes I do.

I love the conveniences, the variety of people, and the endless opportunities. But it's

also lonely. Sometimes, being in a crowd can make me feel incredibly isolated. That's

why I want Emily to grow up in a community where people know each other and

look out for each other."

I nod, understanding her sentiment all too well. "Yeah, there's a charm to small-town

life that the big city can't replicate. The way people come together here, it's special."

"Exactly," Mia agrees, her eyes meeting mine again. "But don't get me wrong. The

city taught me a lot. It made me tougher and more independent. I hope to blend those

lessons with this place's warmth and community spirit."

Thinking over her words, I admired her perspective. "Sounds like you've figured out

the best of both worlds, Mia."

She laughs - a light, accessible sound that fills the space between us. "I'm trying,

Jake. It's all about finding that balance, right?"



"Right," I affirm, the corner of my mouth lifting in a small smile. "Say, would you

and Emily like to join Dylan and me for dinner one of these days? You know... when

you've settled in and everything."

Mia's face brightens at the offer. "We'd love that, wouldn't we, Emily?"
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Turning to look at her daughter, who had been quietly playing with a toy nearby,

Emily smiles and nods enthusiastically.

"Well, it's a plan then," I say, feeling a warm sense of anticipation at the thought of

spending more time with Mia and getting to know Emily. Perhaps this was the

beginning of a new chapter for us all. Is she seeing someone or still with Emily's

father?

I wouldn't say I like drama, and I always hear how city men are confrontational

without getting all the facts about the situation first. Mia and I dated when we were

younger, but I honestly didn't mind if we were just friends, even with our looming

attraction.

But I decided to ask about that later as I crouched down with a friendly smile toward

her shy daughter.

"Hi Emily, my name is Jake. I'm an old pal of your mom's. Are you hungry?"

The shy Emily nods and holds her doll before her face to emphasize her bashfulness.

I then stand to smile at Mia. "So, what do you say? Lunch? I had planned to have

lunch with Dylan after finishing with that riding lesson, and his cornhole tournament

with his friends should be about finished up."

Mia's eyes widen in shock at the lunch invitation before her beautiful smile emerges,

almost taking up the entirety of her face.



"Sure! Yes, we'd love that!"

Leading the way to the main lodge, I could feel the excitement bubbling within the

group. The warm midday sun cast a golden hue over the dude ranch, making it feel

like a scene from a Western romance novel.

"So, have you been to a dude ranch since leaving here?" I ask Mia, attempting to

make small talk as we walk.

"No, this is a first for me in such a long time, and a very first for Emily," she replied,

her gaze taking in the surroundings with evident wonder. "It's beautiful here."

The lodge looms before us, its rustic charm welcoming us in. Pushing open the heavy

wooden doors, we enter the dining hall, greeted by the mouth-watering aroma of

barbecue. Mia's eyes light up, and even Emily hides her doll momentarily to look

around with curiosity.

I nudged Dylan, who was as eager as a kid in a candy store. "You ready to dig in?"

"You bet." Dylan grinned as we joined the food line. The spread was a tribute to

country cuisine, with trays of juicy barbecued meats, creamy macaroni and cheese,

freshly baked cornbread, and various salads and fruits.

"If you don't mind... could you make her plate for her? She's not used to eating BBQ

and stuff like that. She's more of a fast-food child, even with the healthy restaurants

we've visited in the city. She hasn't eaten good comfort food before. You and I grew

up on this, but it's easy to get pulled into the chain restaurants in the city."

I nod and feel honored that she trusts me to compile a suitable plate for her daughter.

I make sure to get a plate with smaller, child-friendly portions for Emily—a bit of

macaroni and cheese, some slices of tender brisket that I think she'll find easy to eat,



and a biscuit alongside a few slices of apple for a balanced meal.

"Look, Emily, they have mac and cheese, your favorite." Mia smiled down at her

daughter, who nodded shyly, her eyes wide at the sight of all the food.

Once our plates were loaded with the delicious offerings, we found a table near the

windows overlooking the ranch's vast expanse. "This is incredible," Mia said as she

took a bite of her barbecue. "I can't believe it's been so long since I've eaten anything

like this. And the macaroni is delicious. Right, Emily?"

Emily nodded vigorously, her initial shyness forgotten in the face of the food, her

attention caught between her macaroni and the biscuit.

"I'm glad you're enjoying it," I said, feeling a warmth that had little to do with the

sunlight streaming in. "Meals like these bring everyone together, don't you think?"

"Nothing beats good food, good times, and.... and..." Dylan chimed in while

struggling to remember the motto.

"Great company." I help him out as he nods widely before refocusing his attention on

his plate of food.

Dylan's face shows pure joy with each forkful of food he eagerly devours. His eyes

sparkle with a happiness that only a love of good food can bring. "This is the best

barbecue I've ever had!" He declares, his voice muffled slightly by a mouthful of

brisket. I laugh and shake my head because he says that about every piece of

barbecue that he eats.

On the other hand, Emily seems more reserved, picking at her food with a tentative

curiosity. Her fingers gently push the macaroni around her plate, and she nibbles on

the biscuit as if assessing each bite's worthiness. Her eyes light up at the biscuit taste,



and I can't help but smile adoringly.

Mia leans closer to me, watching Emily with amusement and thoughtfulness. "This is

going to be quite the transition for Emily," she whispers, her gaze lingering on her

daughter."

"She's always been more accustomed to the food we had back in the city. Comfort

food is new territory for her."

I nodded, understanding the challenges of adjusting to a new environment. "She'll

find her favorites soon enough," I assured her, hoping to ease her worries. "It might

take a little time for her to adapt to the changes. She'll adjust soon enough."

Mia smiled a soft, grateful expression that made my heart skip a beat. "I hope so," she

whispered back. "I just want her to feel at home here."

"I reckon she will," I replied with a confidence I felt deep in my bones. "There's

something about this place that has a way of growing on you. Think back to our

childhood. We lived solely off imagination and playing outdoors. I'm sure she's knee-

deep into technology from growing up in the big city, but she'll see how fun it is to

get out and enjoy the nice weather occasionally."
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We return our attention to our plates, the conversation shifting to lighter topics as we

finish our meal. The laughter and chatter continue around us, wrapping the dining

hall in a warm, welcoming atmosphere.

I can't help but feel optimistic about the future. I am confident that Mia will settle

back into living here again and that Emily will find her place among our small town's

vast lands and close-knit community.

Chapter 2

~ Mia ~

Clashing Personalities

A few days have passed since we reunited and had lunch with our children.

It leaves my heart a little lighter, buoyed by Jake's optimism. He assures me that our

transition to Pine Creek won't be as tricky as I fear.

I wonder if I made a mistake by introducing Emily to everything city-centered instead

of incorporating small-town interests. She has an iPad and is used to things being

more technology centered. In Pine Creek, children grow up playing with imaginary

friends, hanging out in tree houses, and running through flower fields playing tag.

However, life throws curveballs, and Jake's gruff exterior clashes with my inherently

sunny disposition. The warm, welcoming atmosphere of the day we saw each other

again after so long seems like a distant memory, as we try to find our footing again in



each other’s paths.

Currently, we're involved in an argument about Beartooth Ranch. Jake gives me a

more extensive tour around. Once I'm fully settled in, I want to work here, preferably

as one of the nature crafts teachers with the younger kids since I'm into that.

I think it would also be good for Emily, who loves arts and crafts in the city, so nature

crafts should be right up her alley.

"Jake, can't you just try to look on the bright side for once?" I ask, my voice laced

with frustration as we stand in a private guest room at the ranch, disagreeing over

something as trivial as the best place to stack the hay earlier. This leads to him

accusing me of not weighing the pros and cons in every situation and decision.

It’s surprising because he tried to fill me with optimism about readjusting back into

Pine Creek just a few days ago. The same man that had given me hope is now

criticizing me.

"The 'bright side'?" he retorted, his voice dripping with disbelief. "Mia, not

everything can be solved with a positive attitude. Sometimes, you must face reality

head-on, no matter how bleak it is."

I sigh, trying to hold onto my patience. "Living in 'reality' doesn’t mean you have to

live in perpetual negativity. Emily and I have had our fair share of challenges but

chose to find joy wherever possible."

Jake shook his head, his jaw tense. "There’s a difference between finding joy and

living in a fantasy land, Mia. Especially with Emily to think about, you should be

planning for real life, not some rose-colored daydream."

His words sting more than I care to admit. I understand the importance of being



realistic, especially as a single mother. But I refuse to let life's difficulties harden me

the way they seem to have hardened him.

"Jake, I’m not naive," I shot back, feeling my irritation rise. "But I won’t apologize

for trying to keep a positive outlook. It’s what’s gotten Emily and me through the

toughest of times. You might stop pushing everyone away with your constant

pessimism if you’d try it."

There's a sharpness to our exchange, a tension that didn’t exist before. His eyes meet

mine, and for a moment, I think I see a flicker of something softer, something

vulnerable. But just as quickly, it's gone, replaced by the stubborn set of his

shoulders.

"Maybe you’re right," he finally said, his voice softer but still tinged with resignation.

"But some of us have had to fight for everything we have. Optimism is a luxury we

can’t always afford."

I wanted to argue with him and explain that optimism is not a luxury but a choice.

However, I decided to remain silent. I realized that some walls are too high to climb

every day. We are two individuals with completely different world views, struggling

to find common ground.

As I gaze at him, I can't help but wonder if we will ever find a way to reconnect or if

our differences are too significant to bridge.

Perhaps spending my adult years in the city has changed my perspective or mindset.

Or maybe Jake only sees his side of things. I might have deluded myself into thinking

everything would go smoothly once I returned here. One of my biggest hopes is to

reconnect with Jake.

"I think I'm going to step outside for a bit," I said, breaking the silence between us



like a thick fog. My words are gentle - an attempt to ease the tension without further

aggravation. Jake's expression shifts, a flicker of concern passing over his face, but he

nods, understanding my need for space.

Without saying another word, I turn and leave the guest room. The soft click of the

door behind me marks the end of our conversation. The lodge hallway is quiet, and

the only sound is the gentle patter of my footsteps on the wooden floor as I make my

way to the front door.

As I step outside, the crisp mountain air welcomes me - a refreshing change from the

heaviness that fills the room. The sky above is decorated with a blanket of clouds,

reminding me of the vastness of the world and the insignificance of our troubles

within it.

I stand there momentarily, allowing myself to breathe and feel the afternoon breeze

wash over me as my thoughts drift away.

As I make my way along the nature trail, my frustration with Jake begins to fade.

Wildflowers and towering trees flank the trail, which feels like a world away from the

complexities of human emotions and misunderstandings.

The sound of laughter fills the air as I watch children on their pony rides, their faces

lit up with joy and wonder. It's infectious, and I can't help but smile.

For a moment, my thoughts drift back to the earlier disagreement with Jake, but the

vibrant life of the ranch pulls me back. The savory scent of grilling meat and the

sound of laughter from families gathered for a barbecue near one of the barns is like

music to my ears.
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Adults share stories and jokes, their faces aglow with the warmth of the beaming sun,

while children play tag amidst the haystacks.

The ranch is where memories are made and where people can connect with nature

and each other. At this moment, surrounded by the rustic charm and the beauty of the

ranch, I feel a softening in my heart.

It reminds us that despite the occasional turmoil, there's a bigger picture filled with

moments of pure, unadulterated joy.

As I continue my walk in the rugged beauty of this ranch, I can't help but feel that

there's something special about this place. Maybe it's how people come together to

share life's simple pleasures or the thrill of adventure that awaits around every corner.

Whatever it is, I'm grateful to be here, and I can't wait to create my treasured

memories.

I notice a father and son by the fishing pond, their lines cast into the water as they

share a quiet conversation. The close bond between them is evident, a beautiful

reminder of the relationships that shape us.

Moments like these highlight the essence of what truly matters—connection, love,

and the simple joys of life.

The aroma of barbecue and baked pies drifts through the air, enticing my senses and

grounding me even more in the present. The smell is comforting and speaks of

communal meals and shared experiences.



It's a difference to the isolation I felt back in the room, and it fills me with a sense of

belonging to this moment, to this place.

Reflecting on the earlier argument with Jake again, I still feel the sting of his words,

his tone piercing through what was supposed to be a peaceful retreat. It's hard to

reconcile that moment of discord with the serene landscape around me.

I had looked forward to this getaway to unwind and reconnect with nature and each

other.

Yet there I was, feeling dismissed, my concerns and feelings seemingly insignificant

to Jake. His abruptness and seemingly unwarranted rudeness left me reeling, and I

question the dynamics of our relationship. As I walk through this breathtaking

scenery, I can't help but wonder how we'll move past this.

It's a bitter pill to swallow, realizing that amidst the tranquility of our surroundings,

our communication has faltered, leaving a void filled with misunderstanding and

resentment. But I'm not ready to give up on us yet. I'm determined to make this work,

to find a way to reconnect with Jake and rediscover the love that brought us here in

the first place.

As I stroll through the picturesque country landscape, my thoughts are consumed

with Jake and our earlier argument. I can't shake off the frustration and hurt his words

have caused me.

But as I turn the corner, I am greeted by the sight of Emily, my little beacon of joy,

her eyes wide with excitement and awe as she rides a pony.

It's her first time riding, and her look of pure delight makes all my worries and

arguments with Jake seem insignificant. In this moment, I'm reminded of the pure,

uncomplicated joy that life can offer through my child's eyes.



Watching her tentatively pat the pony's mane, her initial hesitation giving way to

exhilaration, I feel a warmth spreading through my heart, different from the cold

turmoil I've been wrestling with. It's a reminder of what's truly important, a beacon

guiding me back to what I cherish most.

For a fleeting moment, I wonder if Jake can see this - this simple, profound joy.

Would it soften the edges of his frustration; dissolve the walls between us? Suddenly,

I find myself wishing he was here with me, sharing in this milestone of Emily's that

will be one of many here in Pine Creek.

It's a strange longing, considering the chasm that seemed to open up between us, but

watching Emily, it's as though all things are possible - even reconciliation; even

understanding.

In my heart, I store the image of her laughing - carefree - and excited, a soothing

balm for the raw spots left by this afternoon's discord with Jake.

It's a reminder that sometimes stepping back from conflict and allowing oneself to be

immersed in life's simple pleasures can offer a new perspective that is more forgiving

and understanding.

Chapter 3

~ Jake ~

Old Wounds

The sun dips low, casting long shadows across the stable yard as I wrap up the last

riding lesson of the day.

The rhythmic thuds of hooves on soft earth, mixed with the scents of hay and leather,



usually soothe my restless spirit. But today, my thoughts are all over the place,

tangled up with this morning's spat with Mia and the sight of Emily's joyous face as

she rides that pony for the first time.

"Mia," I call out, surprised to see her walking towards me as I stash away the saddles.

Her showing up is unexpected but as inevitable as a storm brewing on the horizon.

"Jake, we need to talk," she says, her voice steady but carrying a whirlwind of

emotion that snags my attention. The setting sun drapes her face in a soft, golden

glow, making her look almost otherworldly.

"About what, Mia? If this is about this afternoon, I've already said my piece…"

"No, Jake. It's about us, about everything we left unsaid," she cuts in, her voice

firming up. "You never got why I had to leave for Cedarvale. Living more than this

small-town life was my dream."
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I can't help but scoff, the bitterness seeping into my tone. "Dream? Is that what you

call ditching everything for some fantasy city life?"

"It wasn't like that, Jake, and deep down, you know it. But you cornered me with that

request. 'If you leave, we're done.' Remember?" Her eyes are bright with tears she

won't let fall, and suddenly, I'm back to that night, hearing the desperation in her

voice, feeling how her dreams slammed against my own, refusing to fit together.

"Mia, you're so caught up in chasing what you think is out there for you. Can't you

see what you've got right here?" I argue, my frustration painting each word. "Is it so

wrong that I wanted you to stay and us to build a life here together?"

Her voice wavers. "But at what cost, Jake? You were asking me to give up my

dreams, to choose you over a chance to grow; to explore. That night... it felt like you

were making me choose between love and ambition. How could I do that?"

I turn away, fighting the urge to close the distance between us. "Because I loved you,

Mia. Because I thought you loved me enough to stay."

The silence between us is heavy, loaded with years of unspoken words and

unresolved feelings. The sun's last rays disappear below the horizon, leaving us in the

growing dusk - two hearts tangled in the past and unsure about the future.

"Jake, I..." Mia's voice trails off, and when I look back at her, the earnestness in her

eyes hits a chord in my hardened heart. Maybe it's not too late for understanding; for

healing. Perhaps it's not too late for us.



I take a deep breath, the cool evening air filling my lungs as I search for the words,

the right words, that could bridge the chasm that's grown between us. "Mia, I... there's

a lot you don't know. About me, about why I'm like this."

She folds her arms - a protective barrier - but her gaze softens. "I've always known

there's more to you, Jake. But you've never let me in, have you? Even now, as adults,

you're still closed off to me. Is it because of... being a single dad?"

The mention of my son, the center of my world, makes the words easier. "Maybe. It's

not easy, you know? Every day, I'm scared I'm not enough for him. When you left, it

felt like I wasn't enough for you, either."

Mia steps closer, her presence warm in the encroaching night. "Jake, I don’t doubt

you as a father. It's just that you're always so closed off. Like you're trying to protect

yourself from everyone, including me."

"Hey, it's not about you, Mia. It's just... life, you know? My dad was the same way -

always keeping the world at a safe distance to dodge the heartache. He'd always tell

me my mom his feelings though, and I chipped away at his tough shell. Living in a

close-knit, love-filled town also played its part in him slowly opening up," I admit,

looking away as the words sting more than I expected.

She reaches out, her touch light on my arm. "But don't you see, Jake? That barrier

you've got doesn't just shield you. It blocks out the good stuff along with the bad. It

even kept me on the outside."

I face her again, the moonlight playing on her features, soft shadows making her look

almost otherworldly. "I get it, Mia. And I'm sorry. It's tough, though. Tough to

change; to let down those guards."

"But it's not a lost cause," she counters, with a hopeful grin. "We can give it a shot



together, just as friends, to start. I wouldn't dream of pressing for more after all this

time. But we've got to remember the bond we had at first—the laughs and adventures

we shared as kids."

Looking into her eyes, I feel a shift within me. Perhaps Mia's onto something. Maybe

it's not too late for a new chapter for us. Glancing at my watch, I note we have about

45 minutes until dinner. Dylan and Emily are busy with their nature crafts, cooling

down before we head home.

There's enough time, I reckon, to make my point clear to Mia that yes, our past was

rocky. Our split was messy, but it need not dictate our now or our tomorrow. Looking

at her, a thousand fireflies come to life inside me.

My feelings for her haven't dimmed over the years. I still love her. Maybe the puppy

love of our teenage years is ready to evolve into a more grown-up love, prepared to

embrace a future and blend our families.

"Okay, Mia, here's the truth," I say, my heart pounding with a heady mix of nerves

and hope. "Bumping into you again after all this time - it's like a blast from the past.

Emotions I figured were long gone, maybe snuffed out or deep-sixed post-grad,

they're back with a vengeance."

Mia looks at me, her eyes wide with shock and intrigue. "For real, Jake? After all

these years?"

"Yep," I confess, scratching the back of my neck, feeling all kinds of awkwardness.

"When you jetted off to the big city, it knocked the wind out of me more than I ever

expected. And it wasn't just you. When your folks packed up and followed suit... it

felt like a double-cross. Not just to me but to all of Pine Creek."

Her eyes soften, and a spark of understanding flashes through. "Jake, I had no idea



you took it that hard. I thought... I thought you were mad at me for leaving, not..."

"It was bigger than that, Mia. It felt like you all ditched the slow, sweet life here for

the city's buzz. Chose it over the town, over what we had," I choke out, emotions

tangling up with the words.

Mia reaches for my hand, and her touch is gentle. "I'm sorry, Jake. I didn't see how

much our leaving hit you. For us, it was just chasing a new dream, exploring life

beyond Pine Creek. But I get it now. It was more for you."

I nod, our hands linked, the weight of years between them. It's pretty funny that Mia

is returning to Pine Creek with her kid after trying to shake off its dust after all that

time. City life left her missing the little things Pine Creek offers. And she's been

quick to point out, after just a few days back, how city folks aren’t exactly the

friendliest.

Gazing into her eyes, something settles in me. "It mattered, Mia. But maybe... it's

time to let go of that grudge. You're here now. And these feelings, they aren't just

echoes. They're loud and clear, and ignoring them isn't an option."

Her soft smile as she squeezes my hand warms my heart. "I'm here, Jake. We've got a

shot at making new memories. Maybe even re-writing our story. Wanna give it a go?"

That idea fills me with warmth, easing the edges of any leftover bitterness. "I'd like

that," I say, feeling a spark of something incredible. Before I even know it, I'm

leaning in, and our lips meet in a tender kiss.

Her sharp intake of breath mirrors mine, but the thrill of the moment overshadows

any surprise. I'm tempted to keep kissing her, but I pause to see how she feels.

We're stepping back in a flash, the air crackling between us, heavy with everything



we're not saying. Mia gazes at me, her eyes swirling with confusion and a hint of

something more. "Jake, this... I'm not sure it's smart," she murmurs, her voice a ghost

of a sound.
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"Why not?" My heart's hammering, bracing for her answer.

"Because... our history, it's tangled. It's not all sunshine and rainbows. I'm beginning

to think maybe we're just meant to be friends, as heartbreaking as that sounds." She

avoids my eyes, staring at the ground.

"But Mia, I believed—"

"I know what you believed," she cuts in, her voice gaining strength. "And trust me, I

feel it too. But I've got a daughter now, Jake. She's my everything. And with her and

my fresh start here in Pine Creek, I don't think I have room for dating, let alone

revisiting something that might bring us more pain."

Her words are like a gut punch, deflating all my hopes for us. "I get it," I say, though

my voice is strangled. "I guess I hoped... after all this time, we could make a fresh

start. That maybe, just maybe, we could get it right."

Mia's hand brushes mine, a soft yet devastating touch. "I wish life was that easy, Jake.

But I have to do what's best for my girl, and diving into a relationship, especially one

with as much baggage as ours, might not be wise."

I nod, hiding the sting of her words. "I understand, Mia. Your girl is your priority,

and I respect that. So, friends?"

Her smile is bittersweet as she nods. "Friends."

That word hangs in the air, underlining the gap now between us. Our past, it seems,



isn't something we can paint over. And as much as it stings, I've got to come to terms

with that.

Our fleeting reunion, it looks like, is destined to be just that—fleeting.

Chapter 4

~ Mia ~

Ranch Life

Two weeks after Jake and I decided to stay "just friends"—a decision that soothes

and scars my heart in equal measure—and I'm still haunted by that kiss.

Oh, that kiss. It lingers - a ghost of what could have been and will never be. Despite

the whirlwind of my thoughts and the fortress I've built around my heart, our

friendship finds a way to bloom.

We're dancing a new dance, tiptoeing around what once was and can never be again.

Or at least, that's what I keep telling myself.

"You don't have to do this, you know," I tell him as Jake guides me through

Beartooth Ranch. It's a vast spread of land that shouts his love for this lifestyle from

the rooftops. Seeing him there, hat tipped back, eyes shining with pride, does funny

things to my heart.

"Trust me, Mia, I want to," he answers, his smile spreading quickly. "Besides, it's

high time you saw this side of my life. And it wouldn't hurt for Emily and Dylan to

hang out a bit, either."

I look over at Emily, my city girl, who seems to have taken a silent liking to the



endless open spaces around her. "I think she's starting to warm up to this place," I

comment, watching her cautiously making friends with a pony under Dylan's

watchful eyes.

"Yeah?" Jake's voice fills with warmth, a sound that seems genuinely interesting. "I'm

glad. It's a big adjustment, but there's something about Pine Creek... it has a way of

winning you over."

I can't help but laugh, a sound that feels more carefree than I've felt in ages. "It sure

has its way of charming people."

As we stroll, the landscape unfolds around us, vast and untamed. Jake shares the ins

and outs of daily life on the ranch, and I'm struck by how his responsibilities echo my

own in seriousness, yet are wrapped in a completely different world.

"Look here, Mia," Jake starts, his voice laced with a passion that's hard to ignore.

"Teaching kids and teens how to ride is just a tiny piece of the pie around these

parts," he declares, with a gleam in his eye. "Every morning, before the crack of

dawn, I'm out there, making sure our animals—cattle, horses, and cheeky goats—are

all in tip-top shape. They have to be fed, healthy, and happy. And then there's keeping

this ranch running smooth, fixing fences, checking the water, and ensuring nothing is

out of place that could put a hitch in our giddy-up."

He stops for a moment, gesturing towards a far off field. "See that pasture over

yonder? It needs eyes on it regularly to make sure it's prime for grazing. And around

this time of year, we're always moving the cattle around to keep the land in good

shape."

He looks at me, his eyes shining with a downright infectious pride. "And let's not

forget the dollars and cents of it all. Balancing books, planning... It's not just a



business, Mia. It's a way of life that demands all we've got. It isn’t just about scenic

rides and tipping cowboy hats. It's about honoring the land and the creatures that

roam it."

Hearing Jake, I start to see his world in a new light—a myriad of responsibilities that

command respect and admiration.

Our chat takes a brief pause as Emily's laughter rings out. We glance over to see

Dylan with a butterfly perched in his hand and Emily looking on with wide, curious

eyes. She's hesitant, but Dylan gently encourages her to touch its wing, promising it'll

be fine.

At that moment, watching our kids tentatively step into a new friendship, I see Jake.

Not as the boy I remembered, nor the memory I held onto, but as the man he's

become. A man who, just like me, juggles the demands of parenthood with the

dreams and responsibilities that shape him.

Jake grins and gestures towards the kids, his eyes sparkling with pride and affection.
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"Look at Emily, Mia. She's getting the hang of the move. You can tell she's starting to

feel at ease around here, especially with Dylan. They’re fast becoming buddies," he

declares, his voice laced with a note of relief and joy.

I can't help but return Jake's grin, watching our kids mingle and feeling a warm glow

inside.

"That's fantastic," I say, my heart ballooning with emotion. "Moving to a new spot is

always a big deal for youngsters. And let's be honest - for me too. I was scared stiff

when we first left Cedarvale. But seeing her buddy up with Dylan... soothes my soul.

Having even one friend in town will make her feel at home here." My words drip

with gratitude for the unexpected warmth we've stumbled upon in this new chapter of

our lives.

"And aren't you thrilled to be jumping in as one of the nature crafts teachers? It's just

in the nick of time since we've been itching for another teacher to help spread the

classes. We reckon it's better to keep classes cozy so every kid gets that precious one-

on-one time they need. With just three teachers and close to 28 kids showing up

regularly, we were looking at ten kids per class."

It never hit me why ten kids with one teacher felt off until it dawned on me... things

are different out here. The arts and crafts classes I taught in the bustling city always

included at least 15 kids. But in these smaller towns, it's clear why keeping the

teacher-to-child ratio low is critical.

"Now, with you stepping up as the fourth teacher? It slices the 28 kids, including

Dylan and Emily, down to seven per class. This is a game-changer. Especially for the



shy ones who find it easier to open up in smaller groups."

Later, as Dylan took Emily’s hand to show her a newborn calf, Jake turned to me, his

gaze holding mine. "I'm happy you came today, Mia."

"So am I, Jake. I... I didn't realize how much I needed to be reunited with this part of

the world. Thank you."

"No need to thank me. Pine Creek has always been your home, and we used to love

coming here as kids for the pony rides. I'm glad you can see how much the ranch has

expanded into something even more. And I can tell Emily is taking to the ranch quite

well."

Silence fell between us for a moment until he asked me a question I had begun to

think he never would.

"So.... about Emily's father..."

"He's not a part of her life. Clark had been... a very ambitious man. There's nothing

wrong with being ambitious unless you're willing to do anything to get ahead in life.

While together, he met this model staying in New York City and charmed her into

falling for him. We ended things while I was pregnant, and I told him I needed

nothing from him. He's off somewhere, being her trophy boyfriend, husband, or

whatever."

His eyes widen in a mixture of concern and shock at hearing that.

"Wow... I'm so sorry to hear that, Mia."

"And what about Dylan's mother?"



"Amy signed over her parental rights a week after giving birth to chase after her ex.

They had been on and off again for years before she moved to Pine Creek. He had

come to town, convincing her to make up with him and return to New York. She

idiotically did so, believing he had changed. From what I heard, they got married, had

two sons, and he actively cheats on her."

He shrugs, feeling no compassion for a woman who could abandon one child to

produce two more. I gently grab his hand, feeling so badly for him. Emily's father

also abandoned her, but he had no more children after Emily.

Dylan's mother, however, went out into the world, creating two more children. That is

a different kind of pain.

"Well, you are a wonderful father, and I can tell you make Dylan very happy. And he

has such good manners!" I compliment Jake, which seems to lift his mood. He grins

widely at hearing that.

We stand there, and a new understanding dawns between us. Something shifts, gently

easing the walls we have built. I am not sure where this path will lead us, aware of the

complexities that tangle around our ankles, but for the first time, I allow myself to

hope. Perhaps, just perhaps, our story isn't quite finished yet.

But then, I remember Emily, and the steady beat of reality pulses through me. She is

my world, my priority, and every decision I make places her at the forefront. I

prioritize my responsibilities as a parent and the life I am building for us in Pine

Creek, even though my heart may be pulling me in a different direction.

Chapter 5

~ Jake ~



Unexpected Feelings

I wake up feeling lighter than I have in ages. I have planned something extraordinary

for us all.

"Daddy, is today the day we're going?" Dylan's excited voice cuts through my

morning thoughts as I whip up breakfast. His eyes sparkle with anticipation, and his

little body practically vibrates excitedly.

"Yep, buddy. Today's the day," I reply with a grin, ruffling his hair. "We're heading

to the circus."

Right on time, the doorbell rings, and Mia and Emily arrive to join us for breakfast

before we head out to Clearmont Ridge, the next town over. That's where Crigley &

Co's Circus is currently setting up camp, and it's Dylan's sole topic of conversation.

After letting them in, I lead them to the kitchen, where Dylan greets them cheerfully

from the kitchen table.

Mia enters the room, accompanied by Emily, exuding pure joy. Emily appears

slightly cautious, holding onto Mia's hand. "I heard there'll be clowns..." She

whispers, looking up at Mia with big eyes.
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Mia catches my look, and we share a silent message. "But there'll also be incredible

acrobats, Emily. They do flips and tricks in the air, like in your favorite stories!"

Mia's voice works like magic, weaving a tapestry of excitement instead of fear.

Our drive to the circus is full of Dylan's constant questions about what we will see, as

Emily's curiosity seems to grow with every mile, her initial nervousness fading as we

reassure her.

A vibrant and buzzing energy fills the air as the circus tent stands before us. Dylan

tightly holds my hand as we navigate through, his eyes filled with wonder.

"Look, Dad! Elephants!" His shout draws a few chuckles from people around us, but

I'm too caught up in his excitement.

We sit down just as the lights dim, sensing the anticipation-filled air. A powerful

voice fills the air as the ringmaster welcomes us, instantly turning the arena into a

lively spectacle of stunning lights and captivating music.

The clowns make their entrance, causing Emily to tense up beside me. Leaning down,

I whisper, "It's all pretend. Like in a play. They're here to make us laugh."

She nods, holding my hand tight, her gaze fixed on the unfolding spectacle.

Gradually, her tension fades - especially when the acrobats take the stage, soaring

through the air with breathtaking grace and agility. We all watch in spellbound

silence.

"Wow, they're like birds!" Emily's voice is full of wonder, her earlier hesitations long



forgotten.

I feel a sense of warmth as I witness the joy that illuminates her face. Mia captures

my attention, her smile reflecting my inner happiness. This moment feels like a

glimpse into our future — brimming with joy, affection, and creating lasting

moments as a team.

The show starts with a bang as a magician, wrapped in an aura of intrigue,

confidently walks to center stage. He performs a captivating trick: doves appear out

of thin air and gracefully fly into the audience, disappearing in a mesmerizing burst

of light. Dylan and Emily are filled with astonishment, their eyes wide with

amazement.

"Dad, how's he doing that?" Dylan's voice is a cocktail of wonder and curiosity. I'm

just as spellbound, shaking my head in disbelief, caught in the moment's magic.

Then, a troop of jugglers burst out, their hands moving so fast they blur. They toss

glowing balls in the air, spinning a web of light and motion that's nothing short of

hypnotic.

They're like wizards, making those balls dance in the air, all precision and grace. The

crowd gets into it, clapping to the rhythm, mesmerized by the spectacle.

The vibe changes on a dime when the lights go low, and a lone spotlight beams down

on a figure at the ring's heart. Enter the contortionist, twisting and bending her body

into shapes that defy logic.

The crowd sucks in a collective breath, mirroring my stunned silence. Emily's all in

now, forgetting any fear, completely dazzled. "She's like a human pretzel!" she

breathes out, voice thick with wonder.



But the real showstopper? The animal parade. Elephants, majestic and proud, lumber

into view, decked out in vibrant blankets and headdresses, guided by their trainers'

soft commands.

Dylan and Emily are over the moon, their energy levels through the roof as they cheer

and clap. Next up, a parade of horses, their coats shimmering, their riders flipping and

vaulting in a display that draws gasps and cheers from everyone.

Then, a tightrope walker steals the spotlight for the grand finale, the wire strung high

above. You could hear a pin drop as she starts her death-defying walk. Dylan's

gripping my hand tight, a mixture of excitement and anxiety in his grip. When she

comes across, the place explodes in applause, a wave of relief washing over us all.

The night wraps up with Dylan and Emily on their feet, cheering with the crowd, the

magic of the circus alive in their eyes. Walking back to the car, Dylan chatters about

his favorite moments, and Emily's hugging tight to a souvenir doll Mia won for her.

The circus? It's a dazzling blend of bravery and skill, leaving our hearts soaring and

spirits high. The ride home? Quiet. The kids are wiped out but buzzing with dreams

of magic and daring feats. Mia and I share a look and a smile, knowing we've just

made memories that'll stick, a reminder of a time when anything felt possible.

"Jake," Mia whispers as we head home, the kids sleeping in the back, "today was

perfect. Thank you." It's a wrap on a day filled with laughter, wonder, and a touch of

circus magic.

I reach over, gently squeezing her hand. "No, thank you. For being here, giving us a

shot, and turning today into something to remember."

As the late afternoon transitions into early evening, we return to Pine Creek. Inside

our car, a comforting sense of joy and peace envelops us. Today is an exciting day,



full of new experiences and opportunities. Tomorrow remains uncertain, but at this

moment, I am fully embracing the present, filled with excitement for the potential of

our connection.

As we roll under the Pine Creek welcome sign, I realize that life is akin to a rodeo

full of unexpected twists, turns, excitement, and challenges. But with Mia by my side,

we could face whatever comes our way, united.

At my house, Mia and I relax on the couch in the living room, sipping on hot mugs of

tea. It's our way of winding down after a long day while the kids are sound asleep

upstairs. I carefully place my mug on the coffee table, feeling the lingering warmth of

the tea on my fingertips.

A gentle glow emanates from the lamp, casting a warm and inviting light throughout

the room. This gentle illumination softens Mia's features, giving her an air of deep

contemplation and captivating allure.

I catch myself staring at her, mesmerized by the resilience and tenderness in her eyes.

In this quiet moment, stripped of the day's laughter and chaos, I see Mia not just as

my childhood buddy but as someone incredibly strong and mesmerizing.

"Mia," I start, my voice a tad more hesitant than I'd like. "I've been meaning to say...

I'm in awe of how you've handled everything. Being a single mom. Juggling work...

Since you moved back, I've watched you manage it all, and honestly, I'm impressed."

She glances up, a flicker of surprise in her eyes quickly replaced by a gentle smile.

"Thanks, Jake. That means a lot coming from you. You're doing great with Dylan,

too. You're a fantastic dad. It's tough, huh?"

I shake my head, a small smile playing on my lips. "Tough doesn't even start to cover

it. But seeing you do it... I feel less alone."
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Our gazes lock, and there's this unspoken understanding between us, a mutual

recognition of single parenthood's highs and lows.

"You know," Mia breaks the silence, "I always figured dating was off the table for

me. Seemed impossible to find someone who'd get that my kid always comes first."

I nod, feeling this vital connection. "Completely. It's tough for folks without kids to

understand – the constant worry, the scheduling nightmares, the unconditional love

that turns your life upside down. Not to mention the lack of free time for anything

that's not about your kid. It's lonely when someone can't grasp that kids come first."

Mia leans back, playing with a strand of her hair, her eyes thoughtful. "Exactly. But

chatting with you... it's easy. You get it. And it's been ages since I've felt this

understood. Some folks joke about how I can stand working with kids when I've got

my own. Makes me feel out of place."

I nod, sipping my tea, agreeing with her. Maybe it's those big-city jokes that we

small-town folks can't grasp. Kids are our world here, and everything we do is for

them.

"And the men... they never got me. There I was, giving those dating apps a whirl…" I

can't help but let out a snort of amusement. We have square dancing and other

shindigs in town that unite single folks. Cities seem all about swiping left or right on

dating apps for love.

Those apps give me the heebie-jeebies. It's too easy for folks to pretend to be

someone they aren't, leading to trouble. Pine Creek's different, though. Here,



everyone knows everyone, and even visitors are kin to somebody in town.

"The dating apps... it felt like I was caving to peer pressure from the other moms at

Emily's school. They'd go on and on about finding their Mr. Right or going out with

incredible guys. They told me I should give it a shot. So I did, twice, but let's say it

was far from a fairy tale. The first fellow fancied himself a philanthropist but was as

full of himself as a Thanksgiving turkey. The second was a lawyer who loved himself

more than he could ever love someone else. Neither was keen on kids, acting like the

idea was a deal-breaker."

I shake my head, not quite believing their nerve. I'm no one to judge. If folks don't

want kids, that's their business. But snubbing parenting like they’re the plague? That

gets my goat. "Here in Pine Creek, I'm on friendly terms with the ladies, nothing

more. I never thought much about dating. I just threw myself into my work and

raising Dylan."

She nods, all understanding. "That makes sense. It's quite the challenge, doing

everything solo, huh? But look at you, creating a life here; a community. That's

something pretty darn special, having that kind of support network."

I can't help but grin, a wave of pride washing over me. "Sure, it hasn't been a walk in

the park, but I wouldn't trade this for anything. Dylan's flourishing in this place. And

that's my biggest win. The community? Nothing short of amazing. In these smaller

towns, folks band together in ways you don't often see in the big cities."

Her eyes sweep the living room as she seems to think about something. "I'm starting

to get that. Pine Creek has this charm and warmth that Cedarvale can't match. And

knowing that Emily's already making friends, especially with Dylan, eases her into

this new life."

"That's fantastic," I respond, my heart genuinely warmed by the news. "Kids have



this incredible knack for adapting and carving out their spaces. I'm thrilled Emily's

finding her groove. And remember, if there's ever anything you or she needs, I'm just

a shout away."

"Thank you," she replies, her face melting into a look of sincere thanks. "It means the

world to us. It's been quite the adventure, but I think... I think we're finally starting to

settle in here."

She pauses, her eyes dancing as she imagines the future. "I'm hoping Emily connects

with more kids around here. That she finds herself in a place where she belongs - a

community that feeds her spirit and lets her blossom into her best self. It feels doable

in a quaint place like Pine Creek—being part of something bigger, contributing,

sharing in life’s ups and downs."

Mia's smile broadens as she gazes into the distance, almost as if she can see this

dreamy future unfold.

"That’s what I’ve always dreamed of for Emily: A chance for her to flourish in a

tight-knit community and forge friendships that’ll stand the test of time. I’ve always

sensed she was a bit of a lone wolf among the kids back in Cedarvale."

I nod in agreement, her thoughts mirroring my own. "Absolutely. I’ve wished the

same for Dylan. For him to know that no matter where life’s journey takes him, he’s

got a home here, a place and people who cherish him deeply. It’s a kind of security, a

solid ground I reckon will empower our kids as they venture into the world, knowing

they’ve got a strong support network cheering them on."

A serene silence envelops us as we continue sipping our tea, the moment deepening

between us. The words burn inside me, and I hope I don't spoil the evening by

voicing them.



"Mia," I finally speak up, a determined edge to my voice. "I reckon there’s something

more than just nostalgia brewing between us. I feel it... do you? I mean... I know

you’re set on focusing on Emily and keeping things friendly, but... I can’t shake these

feelings—that it’s more than friendship between you and me."

She locks eyes with me, a rare vulnerability flickering in her gaze that she seldom lets

show. "I do, Jake. I feel it, too. I was scared to face it, but being around you, chatting,

spending time together, especially with our kids in the mix... it just feels right."

The air sizzles with all the words we've left unspoken, our breaths tangling in the cool

evening air. I'm inching closer to Mia, closing a gap that felt like an eternity just

seconds ago. As my lips finally meet hers, a spark ignites between us, electric and

alive.

I don’t stop at just a light kiss like before. That was just testing the waters. I wanted

more than just a regular kiss now.

Her arms wrap around my neck to pull me in closer, and our lips mesh and move

together in tandem with our heated bodies. I pick her up to carry her while walking

around to cut off the lights downstairs, while my lips refuse to break from hers.

I carry her upstairs with a wild pounding in my heart in slight disbelief that this is

happening. I keep it down while walking down the hall towards my bedroom so as

not to wake the kids.

I wonder if we’re being too risky with what we’re about to do with them here. But my

adrenaline is pumping, and how she kisses me lets me know she wants this, too.

I carry her into my bedroom, trying to close the door as quietly as possible with the

back of my boot, even locking it for extra measure. I focus back on those sweet kisses

she continues giving me as I carry her closer to my bed before setting her down on



her feet.

“May I?” I ask softly while touching one of the straps of her overalls. She nods

slowly, her eyes locked onto mine, before I unbutton the right strap, which comes

apart and falls, while I move on to the left one.

The complete top half falls, revealing her pink tank top underneath as I bend down to

begin pulling the lower pants half down to her ankles. I even unstrapped her sandals

to put them to the side to make it easier to pull her overalls down. Once I get them

down to her ankles, she slowly steps out of each pants leg one at a time.

I put the overalls to the side and looked up at her as my breath catches in my throat.
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Wow, she’s stunning.

The way she looks in just her bra, tank top, and panties is enough to set my entire fire

ablaze from being excited. My eyes are glued to her until she finally giggles

nervously, breaking my trance.

“Someone still has their clothes on…” she reminds me, as I feel the heat of

embarrassment before focusing on taking off my cowboy boots. I stand to my feet to

begin unbuckling my belt and almost lose it when she licks her lips in anticipation.

She looked like a seductress at that moment, with her eyes full of want.

I work fast to shed my clothes until I’m just in my boxers, as I decide to make sure

she wants to take it this far.

“Are you sure about this, Mia?”

I hesitate, hoping she wants this just as much as I like. But it’s always best to be sure,

and I want her to know that the ball is in her court. We can stop this now and try to

forget that this ever happened.

“I’m positive. I want you, Jake. No matter how unsure I feel about us dating or going

past just being friends. What I can say is that, at this very moment? I’m not thinking

about that. I’m thinking about how I feel right now. I’m thinking about how I can’t

stop imagining us kissing since the first time we kissed, how I’ve dreamed about you

taking me to bed. And now? I want you to make my fantasy a reality…”



I feel myself harden from her words. Her pleas of me taking her to bed are all the

initiative I need to hear as I close the space between us to begin pulling off her tank

top to toss to the side. As I reach behind her to try to unclasp her bra, her hands are on

the hem of my boxers, teasingly tugging at them, wanting them to come off.

I let her take off my boxers first before I drop down to my knees to pull her panties

down, whistling at the beautiful, shaven sight before me as she steps out of her

magenta panties to kick to the side. With a burst of energy, I grab her legs while

making her lay back on the bed as I throw her legs over my shoulders.

Without warning, I lean to give her middle a few teasing licks to test the waters. Her

stunned gasps motivate me to go in even more as I kiss her lower lips before

devouring her wetness.

I love the way her legs press against the sides of my face. It's like she’s trying to

squeeze me with her legs because of the intense pleasure she’s feeling right now. My

tongue travels inside of her, my eyes closing in awe at the taste of her. I love how her

hands rub against my short brown locks, and her actions let me know how good I’m

making her feel.

My slow laps at her wetness are followed by her lovingly caressing my scalp. When I

work my mouth against her lower lips or insert my tongue inside of her, she pulls my

hair from how good it feels.

Her moans are muffled, so I know that she’s grabbed one of my pillows and pressed

it against her face to keep it down. She only gets louder when she finally climaxes as

I drink from her like a starving man at a well.

I don’t pull my wet face away from her middle until I’m sure I’ve taken every drop

onto my tongue. I then gently set her legs down from my shoulders and raised them

to crawl up her sated body to position myself over her.



“Are you sure?” I have to be sure. I’m sure she didn’t expect foreplay and thought

we’d get right to it. I want her to know that I do respect her and that she’s not

obligated to say yes to sex after that.

She impatiently grabs my face to pull me down so she can kiss me passionately,

giving me her yes in action instead of verbally. I rub my hardness against her wetness

before I slowly push inside of her, taking my time so that she can get used to my

girth.

I moan against her mouth at how tight she is.

Something that shouldn’t be surprising, given that she probably hasn’t slept with

anyone in years. I feel put on the spot now, hoping I don’t perform poorly. It’s also

been many years for me too, and I think I may be a bit rusty.

But as I slowly work in and out of her while pacing myself, I realize it’s like riding a

bike. It comes back to you all at once, and the next thing I know, I’m wrapping her

legs around me while working my hips against hers.

I treat her like porcelain at first, as my thrusts are a bit slow and careful. I was hoping

not to cause her any pain or discomfort.

“It’s okay… you can go faster...” she whispers in my ear, and I oblige, doing just that

while gripping her thighs a bit tighter as my hips move faster and pick up speed. Our

lips smash together in a hungry kiss, moaning into each other’s mouths and trying our

best not to be so loud as to wake the children.

The pleasure envelopes my body as I lose my mind inside of her tightness. Our

moans turn into pants as I use power, not speed, to control the sound of the creaking

bed so we’re not as loud.



I nip her bottom lip as I feel so close so fast, and her nails on my back tell me she

must also be near. It’s such a beautiful moment when we explode together, tongue

kissing like crazy throughout our climax as my hips slow down while we ride out our

orgasms.

I then hold her for a moment in bliss, not wanting to let her go, until I have to pull out

of her and then lay on my side, pulling her body into mine so I can resume holding

her. Her breathing changes to let me know she’s drifting off to sleep while I remain

awake, too excited to sleep.

I must have laid there for hours before setting an early alarm to make sure she got up

before the children did so she could sneak into the guest room she should have been

sleeping in.

The last thing that crosses my mind is forgetting to wear protection.

Chapter 6

~ Mia ~

Embracing Change
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It’s quiet between Jake and I during breakfast at the kitchen table.

However, Emily and Dylan excitedly recount their exciting time at the circus

yesterday, which makes it easier for us to become distracted.

Our attention is on our children's conversation rather than the incredible evening we

experienced last night. I can still feel the lingering sensation of his touch, and the

whole experience with him was incredibly exhilarating. I am exploring new

sensations in unexpected places.

Taking me to pleasurable heights I never realized could even be reached.

Emily's eyes sparkle with unbridled enthusiasm as she launches into her version of

the circus adventure, her voice brimming with excitement.

"And then, mom, the clowns! They were so scary with their big shoes and red noses!

But—but the lions," her tone dips. "They scared me more. Especially when they

roared. It was so loud!" Her little hands cover her ears in remembered fear, her body

inching closer to mine for comfort. I automatically wrap an arm around her, pulling

her into a reassuring hug from her chair.

"It's okay, sweetheart. Those lions were well trained and in a safe place," I soothe,

trying to ease her fears, all while my mind wanders, replaying fragments from last

night with Jake.

Then there's Dylan, Jake's mini future cowboy, who's practically bouncing in his seat,

unable to contain his enthusiasm. "But Dad and Ms. Mia, I think the coolest were the



acrobats! They were flying through the air, doing flips and stuff. It was so cool!"

His eyes, so much like Jake's, shine with the thrill of it. His excitement is palpable,

filling the room with a liveliness that momentarily distracts me from the whirlwind of

my emotions.

"And Dad," Dylan continues, turning to Jake with a wide grin, "when can we go

again? Can we? Please?" His pleading gaze shifts between us, innocent and hopeful.

Jake catches my eye over our children's heads, and we silently converse. We both

know that moments like these are precious, the simple joy of a child's fascination, and

that our bond strengthens as we spend time together.

These moments subtly knit us closer. Not just as parents co-navigating the joys and

challenges of parenting but as two individuals rediscovering each other, exploring the

depth of the connection that had once seemed lost to time and circumstance.

Jake leans forward, ruffling Dylan's hair affectionately. "We'll try to go again the next

time they come to the area, buddy," he promises, a warm smile spreading across his

face. His voice's undercurrent of love and commitment isn't lost on anyone at the

table.

Dylan's face lights up with joy, and Emily, now comforted and curious, leans in

closer, eager to experience the excitement of the circus again. A moment of shared

happiness lingers in the air, tangible and sweet.

"Mr. Jake, what was your favorite part of the circus?" Emily's question breaks the

warm silence. Her eyes sparkle with curiosity as she turns to Jake, eager for his

answer.

Jake pauses momentarily, reflecting, then smiles softly at my daughter. "You know, I



think it was watching the joy on your and Dylan's faces," he begins, his voice filled

with affection. "But if I had to pick from the show, I'd say the tightrope walkers.

Something about the balance and courage they show is just captivating."

Turning to me, Emily's curiosity remains unabated. "And what about you, Mom?

What did you like the best?"

I laugh lightly, touched by her interest. "I loved the juggling act," I admit,

remembering the flawless coordination and rhythm. "The way they kept all those

balls in the air was like watching a dance of precision and timing. Mesmerizing."

Both children nod, absorbing our answers with bright, thoughtful eyes. Their

imaginations are likely spinning with the vivid imagery of the circus acts we

described.

"Alright, kids, let's focus on finishing breakfast now," Jake says, gently steering the

conversation toward the morning routine without dampening the spirited atmosphere.

They obediently nod and then devour their blueberry pancakes, each bite reminding

them of their hunger.

I also start eating my food again, and my eyes lock with Jake's, who winks at me. I

stifle the giggle I almost let out, feeling like a schoolgirl with a crush. I'm glad I woke

up with no regrets this morning, but it did feel strange having to slip on my

underwear and tank top at 3 in the morning when I woke up to sneak out.

I had gone to the guest room, closing the door behind me, quickly showered ,and then

changed into my nightgown before returning to bed.

I packed some clothes for Emily and myself in case we stayed overnight in Clearmont

Ridge. After breakfast, the children head into the living room to watch cartoons while

I assist Jake with the dishes.



We wash and dry, our shoulders and arms brushing against each other playfully as we

gaze at each other, undressing with our eyes. I wouldn't mind if last night happened

again, but I know it has to make sense for that to occur.

Getting away with us staying over last night was a breeze, considering we made it

back to the house in the evening. However, I can't help but wonder if being invited to

stay over again could potentially confuse the children.

Or worse yet, make them suspicious.

I haven't even started considering how to approach Emily and ask if she's okay with

me dating. And I'm currently undecided on whether it's a good idea to date.

But I couldn't deny the electrifying way that Jake made me feel last night.

The kind of way that has you yearning for more and unable to get enough.

After cleaning up from breakfast, it was time for my nature crafts class at the

Beartooth Ranch. Today, we planned to create leaf prints, an ideally suited activity

for children ages six to eleven.
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Gathering the children, including Emily, we headed out into the crisp morning air,

baskets in hand, to collect leaves of different shapes and sizes. The excitement was

palpable among the children, their chatter filling the air as they scurried around,

picking out the most exciting leaves they could find.

"Okay, everyone, let's see who can find the biggest leaf," I say, watching their

enthusiasm bubble over as they dash around the ground, which is covered in a mosaic

of autumn colors. "Remember, we're looking for leaves of all shapes and sizes, not

just the big ones!" I remind them, chuckling as they compare their treasures with

wide eyes.

Emily runs up to me, her basket brimming with leaves. "Look, Mom, this one's as big

as my face!" she beams, holding up a giant maple leaf.

"That's amazing, Emily!" I respond with genuine admiration. "It will make a beautiful

print. What colors do you think we should use for it?"

As we gather our collection, the children can't help but show off their finds to each

other, boasting about who has the prettiest or the most unusual leaf. "This one looks

like a star," one child exclaims, holding up a sweetgum leaf to the group, earning

'oohs' and 'aahs.'

"Alright, troops, let's head back and start making our leaf prints," I announce, leading

the way back to the ranch. "I can't wait to see your creative designs come to life."

The day promises to teach them about nature and instill a sense of creativity and

imagination. As we walk back, I muse to myself about the simple joys of childhood



and the memories we're creating together, not just as teachers and students but as

fellow adventurers in the vast, beautiful world.

Back at the ranch's crafts area, I lay out sheets of paper and paint, demonstrating how

to apply a thin coat of paint to one side of a leaf and then carefully press it onto the

paper to leave a print. The children follow eagerly, their little hands working

meticulously to create their leaf print masterpieces.

"Make sure to press gently," I advise them, watching as they dip into the paint with

concentration. Emily looks up at me, her eyes shining with excitement.

"Like this, mom?" she asks, showing me her leaf coated in bright green.

"Exactly like that, sweetheart," I reply, encouraging her with a smile. She beams back

at me and carefully presses her leaf onto the paper. It's heartwarming to see Emily so

engaged, her focus intense, as she selects each leaf for her creation.

"This one's going to be the best yet!" she declares, and I can't help but agree.

This activity nurtures their creativity and encourages them to observe and appreciate

the intricate designs of nature. As one of Beartooth Ranch's nature crafts teachers, my

role is not just about crafting. It's about instilling a love for the natural world in these

young minds.

"Look at the details on this leaf," I say, guiding a small hand to trace the veins of a

maple leaf. "Nature is the best artist, don't you think?"

Seeing the joy and pride in their eyes as they hold up their finished prints fills me

with a profound sense of fulfillment.

One curious child, eyes wide, asks, "Miss Mia, do you always feel happy working



with nature?"

Smiling, I kneel to meet his gaze. "Yes, I do. There's something magical about it,

Something that makes all my worries seem a little smaller. And seeing you all so

engaged and excited makes everything worth it."

"Can we do more of this?" another child pipes up, eagerly holding a leaf.

"Absolutely," I laugh, my heart light. "The natural world is full of wonders waiting

for us to explore. Every leaf and every stone has a story to tell. And I'm here to help

you listen to those stories."

As the class nods and smiles, ready for the next adventure, I feel comforted that I fit

in here. Not only that, but Emily also fits in here well and loves spending time at the

ranch.

While I line them up for snack time in one of the dining rooms, I think about Jake and

how he's busy with trail riding today. Dylan, who would have been in my class, had

his riding lesson today, and it's probably still going on.

We're all supposed to have lunch together. I glance at the clock in excitement, my

heart racing, as I am close to seeing Jake.

Chapter 7

~ Jake ~

Stormy Confessions

We race into the house after I unlock the door to escape the angry storm outside.



We had just left Beartooth Ranch, having all piled into my car this morning to head

there altogether, and there's no way Mia and Emily will be able to go home again

tonight.

The storm out there is a nasty one, and I'm surprised I was able to get us all here in

one piece based on how much it's raining cats and dogs.

Emily is terrified of thunder, and her little body jumps every time a loud crack of

lightning is heard. Dylan isn't scared of thunderstorms but appears worried for Emily

as he bravely wraps an arm around her shoulders silently to show he'll protect her.

I'm proud of my son, whom I've always raised to protect his friends. He begins

yawning after finishing the dinner at the ranch, and I'm not even surprised. I'm always

amazed at how he can polish off two servings of food at his age.
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I always joke that he's a young boy with a grown man's appetite.

"Mom, I'm scared!" Emily buries her face into her mother's leg as Mia appears

worried.

"What can I do?" I'm ready to leap into action by doing anything to make Emily feel

comfortable and distracted from the loud thunderstorm going on outside.

"Cartoons usually help to relax her, especially when calming her down enough to fall

asleep."

"Okay, then, let's watch cartoons," I suggest with a smile, as I lead us all into the

living room after we've removed our dishes and put them into the dishwasher.

While Mia settles the children in the living room, I head to one of the closets to pull

out blankets and pillows to help everyone get comfortable. Dylan has this thing where

he likes to lay on his stomach to watch TV, so I know he might only use the pillows.

As he gets comfortable on the floor, I'm surprised to see Emily do the same, lying on

her stomach beside him. They thanked me as I covered them with their blanket before

I sat on the couch beside Mia.

I turn on the TV and find the channel that plays nonstop cartoons before relaxing on

the couch. I steal glances at Mia throughout, and I'm pleased when I see that she's

also doing the same. Her body is so close to me, and I wish that I could pull her into

me to share the couch cushion I'm sitting on.



I knew that we needed to chill out since the children were in the room, but my mind

went to the most sinful places, with her staying yet another night here. Wanting my

hands to roam all over her soft body like I had done last night once the kids were fast

asleep.

I absentmindedly lick my lips and try to behave by pushing those thoughts aside and

focusing on the silly cartoon on TV.

Dylan's full-hearted and infectious laughter catches my attention, and I find myself

smiling at the sight of him and Emily so engrossed in the cartoon antics on the screen.

Emily's giggles, lighter but just as joyful, blend perfectly with Dylan's.

"Did you see that, dad?" Dylan turns to me, his eyes wide with amusement. "The

squirrel just... it just flew with a jetpack!"

"Yeah, I saw that, buddy," I respond, chuckling at his excitement. "Cartoons sure

have everything these days, don't they?"

Emily nods vigorously, her eyes never leaving the screen. "But do you think squirrels

could fly with jetpacks?" Her innocent question is laced with genuine curiosity,

making me stifle a laugh.

"Not quite, Emily. But wouldn't it be cool if they could?" I play along, enjoying their

wonder and amazement.

Dylan's imagination kicks into overdrive. "If I had a jetpack, I'd fly to the moon! And

then I could wave to you and Mia from space!" He stretches his arms out wide,

mimicking flight, his blanket sliding off his shoulders.

Emily joins in, "I'd fly to the candy store and bring back loads of candy for us!" Her

declaration brings another round of laughter from Dylan, and I can't help but join in.



Their joy is infectious.

Watching them, I feel a warmth spread through me, a contentment from these simple

moments. Their laughter, wild imaginations, and happiness fill the room, pushing

aside tension or worry. These moments, I realize, are what truly matter.

With the kids tucked away in their beds upstairs, fast asleep, the storm of the night

envelops the house. The sudden electricity outage a little while back was far from

inconvenient and only added to the serene atmosphere.

I had just finished lighting a few candles scattered around the living room, their soft

glow casting dancing shadows against the walls. Rain tapping against the windows

created a symphony, adding to the tranquility.

As I settle back onto the couch, Mia by my side, the room's ambiance is surreal. The

flickering candles and the rhythmic rain outside erase the vibrant energy of the

daytime, replacing it with a calm, almost otherworldly tranquility. Proper connections

are forged in these moments, devoid of distraction.

Mia's presence next to me is a balm to my soul. As our conversation meanders from

light banter to more personal anecdotes, I find myself sharing parts of me I've kept

hidden. The soft light of the candles seems to dissolve the barriers of self-

preservation, creating a safe space for vulnerability.

"I've always carried this fear of not measuring up," I admit, my eyes drawn to the

gentle flicker of the candlelight. "Not being enough for my son, my family, or myself.

That's why I've often resorted to a stern demeanor to keep people at bay. But I'm sure

that this need for control can be overwhelming for others."

Mia laughs as she nods, as if agreeing with what I just said.



"I will admit that you can be a bit bossy sometimes, and it upsets me."

"I do apologize about that. I think I have it instilled in me that I have to be in control

of things for things to get taken care of correctly. The fellas at the ranch say I have a

cowboy's version of OCD, but of course, they don't know what they're talking about."

Mia's response is equally heartfelt. She sighed deeply and began, "There are so many

regrets. Paths I never took, opportunities I missed. There were so many moments

when I wish I had mustered more courage. Times when taking a risk could have

changed everything, but fear has held me back. It's these reflections, these 'what ifs,'

that make you ponder the choices you've made.”

She looks embarrassed at confessing this to me as I lay my hand on her knee, urging

her to continue, coaxing her into saying whatever is on her mind or in her heart. That

she doesn't have to hold back with me.

"I've always worried that I'd look back and regret not living more boldly," she admits.

It’s just Mia and me, her voice barely above a whisper amidst the sound of the rain.

"That's why I love going to the ranch. I can do anything I put my mind to there,

especially trying out riding lessons or feeding the horses."

Our exchange, nestled in the intimacy of the dimly lit room, feels like a balm to the

soul. Here we are, unveiling our deepest fears and regrets, not with trepidation but

with a sense of understanding and acceptance.
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The external world, with its demands and expectations, feels miles away. At this

moment, Mia and I are connecting on a profoundly elemental level.

The night deepens, and our conversation takes another turn, this time towards the

future. "You know," I say, "I've always dreamed of writing a book. Something that

captures the essence of our times. Maybe even an autobiography if I can accomplish

more." She nods, her eyes reflecting a mix of curiosity and encouragement. "And

you? What do you dream of?"

She hesitates momentarily, then reveals, "I dream of traveling. Seeing the world.

Experiencing cultures far from our own."

I can't help but feel a connection, a shared longing for something more. "It's

amazing," I continue, "how talking about dreams can make you feel so...connected.

Isn’t it?"

"Yeah," she agrees, "it's like our hopes and fears, they're not just ours anymore.

They're shared; intertwined."

A bond forms in the quiet of the night amidst our dreams and hopes; our

vulnerabilities laid bare. It's delicate yet strong enough to withstand the storms of

vulnerability we've just weathered together. "This...this connection," I finally say.

"It's something special, isn't it?"

She smiles a soft, knowing smile. "Yes, Jake, it is."

The flickering candlelight casts shadows that dance across Mia's face, underlining the



gravity and beauty of the moment between us. It's as if the firelight is weaving us

closer, its warm glow a testament to the breathtaking intimacy blooming in the

confined space of the room.

"These dreams of ours," I whisper, feeling the weight of our shared confidences, "are

like beacons, guiding us through the darkness."

Mia's gaze is fixed on the candle, but her mind is miles away, perhaps traversing the

globe she longs to explore. "It's funny," she muses, her voice barely above the crackle

of the candle, "how storms both inside and out can rattle us, yet here we are, finding

peace amid chaos."

Her words strike a chord deep within me. Looking outside, I notice the storm has

picked up—the relentless rain taps against the window, mirroring the storm of

emotions swirling within us.

The space between us feels infused with a rare serenity despite the turmoil outside.

Perhaps because of it.

"I think," Mia continues, turning her gaze back to me, her eyes shimmering with

unspoken emotions, "that sharing our deepest fears and desires amidst the world's

clamor... it's brave. It's what makes moments like this unforgettable."

The air between us becomes charged, our shared vulnerabilities acting as a magnet,

drawing us inevitably closer. I can't resist the pull, nor do I want to. Leaning in, I

close the distance between us, our lips meeting in a kiss that feels as inevitable as the

sunrise.

It's gentle at first, like the brush of a feather, then deepens with the intensity of the

storm raging outside. In this kiss, all our dreams and fears converge, binding us

together in a way that words never could. The kissing intensifies as our hands tear at



each other’s clothes. We give into the raw, unbridled passion and desire we share

without question.

It’s risky because one of the children could wake up at any time, but luckily, the

creaking floorboards of the hallway upstairs would alert us of any footsteps we could

hear from the living room.

“I can’t get enough of you,” Mia confesses against my lips, while we move in a rush

to undress each other.

“I feel the same. It’s like you’re my addiction. I crave you. I need you. You give me

the kind of feeling that’s rare to feel.”

I’m about to sweet talk her some more when her lips press hard against mine from the

excitement coursing through our bodies as we roll around on the carpet naked. She

straddles me while looking down at me with bright eyes of passion as she grabs my

hardness and does the honors of directing me inside of her body.

We both sigh in pleasure in unison as I keep my hands gripping her hands. She rides

me better than any horse she’s jumped on at the ranch. I bite my lip in want at her as

she controls my body with each sway of her hips.

My eyes roll to the back of my head as our moans reach the ceiling before we quiet

down, remembering the children upstairs. The flickering of the candles and the dim

glow of the living room give it a more romantic setting.

I begin rolling my hips into her, becoming a bumpy ride for her as I have her

bouncing up and down on me because I can’t help but want to be in control.

But she doesn’t mind.



Not with the pleasure written across her face that’s better than any love poem.

“Oh, Jake,” she moans, in the sweetest tone. I wish I could have it on repeat to listen

to whenever I wanted. It's like a vinyl record I’d play every night just for the sweet

sound.

I love it too, each time she calls out my name when we’re like this. Trapped in the

throes of fiery passion as we allow ourselves to give in to the moment continually.

To continually give in to each other.

I hope it can stay like this and that nothing deters the blossoming romance between

us. I respect her being afraid and wanting to focus on being a parent, but I want to

show her that I’m here to help with her journey in life, not add obstacles to it.

I close my eyes when I feel the familiar feeling build up in me after we’ve been at

this for some time. I think the adrenaline rushes through us from having to sneak to

make love. It helps to bring about our climaxes a lot faster.

“You’re so damn perfect, Mia,” I find myself cursing in ecstasy, as my hips thrust

even harder upwards, hitting her spot, and that’s all she wrote as she tightened on me.

Her eyes gleamed in euphoric bliss as her pleasurable end wet my lap, while I shot

inside her like Independence Day.
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Our final moans melt together as we catch our breath, wanting to stay in the moment

but remembering where we were as we quickly scrambled for our clothes.

Smiles stretch across our faces as we get dressed before we share a goodnight kiss

and head upstairs. As she heads for the guest room, I enter my bedroom.

Chapter 8

~ Mia ~

Turbulent Passion

Today marks the 100th anniversary of Beartooth Ranch. A celebration I'd been

hearing about in hushed tones and excited whispers since I arrived.

Despite the storm that raged last night, today promises clear skies and heartfelt

festivities—a symbolic testament to this place's resilience, enduring spirit, and

people.

Slipping out of bed, I can't help but feel a flutter of excitement in my belly. The

events of last night, the depth of connection shared in a dimly lit room, still linger in

my mind, swirling with the anticipation of the day ahead.

I dress quickly, choosing comfort over style, knowing well that the day's activities

would demand movement and perhaps a bit of competitive spirit.

Stepping outside, the transformation of Beartooth Ranch is nothing short of



spectacular. Banners boasting ‘100 Years’ flutter in the gentle breeze, and there's a

burst of color and joy everywhere I turn.

Tables laden with homemade treats line the edges of the main field, while the center

stage is set for contests and games that promise laughter and camaraderie.

I'm drawn to children's laughter. Their innocence and joy are infectious. They dart

between games—egg and spoon races, sack races, and a particularly hilarious tug-of-

war that seems to involve more of the adults than I would have thought.

Joining in, I feel a warmth spread through me, a sense of belonging that's been

elusive until now. Here, amidst the chaos and laughter, I find a piece of myself I

didn't realize was missing.

Dylan and Emily, both spirited competitors, threw themselves into the fray of games

with infectious enthusiasm. They teamed up for the three-legged race, a hilarious

challenge of coordination and teamwork.

Bound at the ankle, they stumbled, laughed, and ultimately surged ahead to claim

victory over the giggling families and friends. Their prize, a homemade jar of

raspberry jam, gleamed like a trophy under the afternoon sun, its richness promising

sweet moments ahead.

Next, they entered the pie-eating contest, a Beartooth Ranch classic. Dylan and Emily

eyed the blueberry pies placed before them at a long table lined with eager

participants. The rule was simple: the first to finish their pie without using their hands

wins.

At the signal, they dove into the pies, their faces becoming canvases of blueberry art,

sparking uproarious laughter from the crowd. Emily emerged triumphant, her face a

hilarious mix of victory and pie - a moment that bonded the community in shared joy.



Her prize was a beautifully knitted scarf, the handiwork of one of the community's

eldest members, a soft, warm hug to carry into the cooler evenings.

Their laughter and exchanged glances spoke volumes of the day's joy - the pure,

unadulterated fun drawing them closer. The prizes, though delightful, were mere

tokens compared to the memories forged beneath the clear skies of Beartooth Ranch's

centennial celebration, a testament to the community's spirit of togetherness and joy.

As the afternoon unfolds, the atmosphere in the arena crackles with anticipation. The

ranch's cowboys are about to display their skills, and the crowd, including me, is on

the edge of their seats, eagerly awaiting the show. My eyes, however, are fixed on

one cowboy - Jake.

Renowned for his unparalleled horsemanship and lasso techniques, Jake is a local

hero at Beartooth Ranch. As he appears, atop his chestnut mare, a wave of excitement

ripples through the spectators, including me. A testament to the community's deep

admiration for his skills.

Jake tips his hat to the crowd, then, with a nudge of his boots, sends his horse into a

graceful canter around the arena. I'm mesmerized by the fluidity of their movement,

the way Jake seems to become one with his horse, commanding with the slightest

gestures.

Then, with the confidence of a man who knows his craft, he begins his lasso routine.

The rope whips through the air, forming perfect loops - each toss a testament to his

skill. My heart skips as the lasso lands precisely around the target posts, drawing

cheers.

Watching Jake perform, I can't help but be utterly taken. My thoughts drift to dreams

where it's just him, his horse, and me, in the endless Montana landscape.



His prowess on horseback and with the lasso isn't just impressive—it's captivating,

making it impossible not to fawn over his talent and the easy charm he exudes even

from a distance.

The pie-eating contest for the adults is a sight to behold, faces smeared with

blueberry and apple remnants, eyes shining with competitive zeal. I find myself roped

into participating by Emily's encouragement.

It's messy, ridiculous, and utterly delightful. It ends with me in third place, my face

undoubtedly as pie covered as my competitors'.

The joy, the connection, the simple pleasure of being part of something larger than

myself—it's overwhelming in its intensity. For the first time in a long time, I feel

anchored, tethered to a place and its people by invisible threads of love and shared

history.

I turn as a hand finds mine, fingers intertwining effortlessly. Looking up, I meet the

gaze that's become as familiar as my heartbeat. "Quite a day," I say, my voice soft but

filled with unspoken emotions.

"Indeed," comes the reply, warm and steady from the grinning Jake. Together, we

watch the day fade, the excitement giving way to a serene calm that envelops the

ranch.
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At this moment, I realize that storms may rage, both within us and without, but here,

in this place, with this person beside me, I've found a harbor—a haven against the

storm.

And as the first stars begin to twinkle in the twilight sky, echoing the sparkle in those

eyes I've come to adore, I know with absolute certainty that no matter where life's

adventures might lead, Beartooth Ranch—and the love I've found here—will always

be my true north.

The evening descends gently over Beartooth Ranch, a peaceful blanket draping over

the day’s vibrant activities. Inside, laughter and the nostalgic soundtracks of classic

films spill from the main dining room, where a projector shows a movie on a

makeshift screen. I linger at the threshold for a moment, absorbing the collective

contentment.

Choosing the crisp outdoor air, I step outside to join the group gathered around the

vast campfire, which crackles with life and warmth. The scent of burning wood

mingles with the sweet aroma of marshmallows browning over the flames. I select a

stick and a marshmallow, carefully roasting them to a perfect golden hue. Around me,

conversations flow and mingle like the melodic tunes of an orchestrated piece, each

voice adding depth to the night’s simple yet profound symphony.

I find a profound sense of belonging here, sandwiched between the crackle of the fire

and the distant laughter from inside. The night sky, canvassed with stars, watches

over us—a silent guardian affirming my revelation earlier.

This place, these people, they’re more than just a temporary shelter from life’s



storms. They’re my newfound family; my anchor. And as I exchange smiles and

share stories with those around the fire, the heart of Beartooth Ranch beats strong and

clear beneath my feet, a rhythm I’ve come to know, love, and call home.

My smile widens as I watch Dylan patiently helping Emily to make a s'more. With

the gentleness of a seasoned instructor, he shows her how to hold the marshmallow

just above the flames to get it perfectly toasted. Not too burnt, yet deliciously gooey.

Emily's eyes sparkle with excitement and a bit of mischief, reflecting the fire's glow

as she follows his instructions, making her first attempt at this quintessential campfire

treat.

Our laughter, light and carefree, mingles with the crackles of the fire, adding another

layer to the evening's chorus. In this moment, making a s'more becomes a

heartwarming scene of friendship and the joy of sharing small achievements.

These moments of genuine connection and the little lessons in joy and patience

further cement my sense of belonging and love for my Beartooth Ranch family.

The chill in the air became the night's breath, and the electric currents that danced

between Jake and me were all so exciting. Each glance, laden with unsaid promises,

seemed to pull us closer, threading our moments with a sweet and unbearable tension.

Though heartwarming and genuine, the camaraderie around the fire faded into a

backdrop for our silent conversation. Our friends, engrossed in their joys and the

warmth of the fire, remained oblivious to the shifting undercurrents.

I caught Jake's eye across the fire. The amber light painted shadows that danced

across his features, accentuating the rugged handsomeness I'd come to admire in quiet

moments like these.



His smile, a rare gift he shared sparingly, was directed at me, stirring a warmth from

my chest to the tips of my fingers. The laughter around us dimmed as I found myself

lost in the depth of his gaze - a vortex of emotions that seemed to say what words

hadn't dared to.

Later, as the fire dwindled, and our friends, one by one, retreated into the night, Jake

and I lingered, drawn by a force we were no longer attempting to resist.

Dylan and Emily went inside with the other children when they found out a popular

kids' movie was playing on the projector. Jake and I found ourselves walking, side by

side, toward the edge of the clearing where the darkness offered a cloak of privacy.

The night whispered secrets, and under the canopy of stars, we finally gave voice to

the feelings simmering beneath the surface.

"It's always been you, Mia," Jake said softly, his voice a blend of resolve and

vulnerability. "Even when I didn't understand what this pull meant, it was always

you."

Hearing my name on his lips, spoken with such a tender conviction, unlocked a

floodgate of emotions within me.

"And you," I replied, my voice barely above a whisper, "have always been my

constant, the one I found myself gravitating toward, no matter where I stood. I even

thought about you over the years while living in the city...."

In the quiet under the stars, our laughter mingled with whispered confessions. The

space between us shrank with each word until no room was left for doubts. When

Jake's fingers brushed against mine, it wasn't just skin touching skin - it was the

meeting of two souls that had danced around the inevitable.



Our first kiss was a promise, a seal over the words we'd shared, and as I melted into

his arms, I knew that this—us—was the homecoming I'd always sought.

Our tender and fleeting moments under the night's watchful eyes wove a tapestry of

intimacy, transforming our friendship into that of lovers. We were two halves of a

whole, discovering that the love that had grown in the soil of friendship was the most

potent.

Chapter 9

~ Jake ~

Unforeseen News

It's been a strange few weeks at Beartooth Ranch since the centenary celebrations

wrapped up.

There’s a chill in the air that wasn’t there before, a distance that wasn’t of the

physical kind. Mia's been avoidant, and it’s eating at me more than I’d like to admit.

I catch her gaze sometimes, quick as a flash before it's gone, hidden behind a task or a

turn of her head. She keeps conversations short, too, like she's building a wall brick

by brick, and I can't seem to find the doorway.

The most telling sign comes at lunch, our usual time with Dylan and Emily. Today,

like the days before, I strolled over with that mix of hope and hesitation tangling up

inside me, only to find out she and Emily had already eaten.
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It felt like a punch to the gut. Usually, that knocks the wind right out of you. This

isn’t the Mia I know, the one who lingered over meals, laughed, and threw her head

back. Whose eyes met mine and spoke of a shared, unspoken language. I can't fathom

what's changed, and that ignorance leaves me in a foul mood that I struggle to shake.

Today, under the vast expanse of the Montana sky, I'm trying to teach a teenage boy

how to ride a horse. Usually, this is where I'd find my Zen, the simplicity of

imparting knowledge, the joy in seeing someone connect with an animal so powerful

and majestic.

But today, my thoughts are disobedient, wandering to Mia at every chance. I’m here,

but I’m not here. I keep thinking, what went wrong? Did I say something, do

something? Hell, not do something?

I replay our last few moments, looking for a clue. Our first kiss under the stars felt

like a promise, a beginning, not an end. Have I misread everything? The thought that

maybe she’s regretting us, regretting that night, gnaws at me. It’s a bitter pill, laden

with doubts and what-ifs that no amount of ranch work can seem to quiet.

The teen I'm teaching, noticing my distracted state, makes a small mistake that I

usually would have corrected with a patient smile. Today, my response is sharpened,

and my patience is thin. I catch myself immediately, apologizing with a shake of my

head. It's unfair to him to bring my turbulence into this lesson; into his learning.

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to snap at you," I admit, rubbing the back of my neck,

feeling the tension knotted there. The boy, Ryan Whea, a regular student in my

lessons, looks at me with a mix of surprise and something else—maybe



understanding.

"It's okay," Ryan replies, brushing off my apology with a shrug. "Everyone has bad

days, right?"

"Yeah, you're right," I concede, forcing a smile as I adjust the head harness on the old

mare we're working with today. "Thanks for being cool about it. When you're ready,

gently squeeze with your legs and guide her to walk. Remember, it's all about

communication and trust between you and her."

Ryan nods, takes a deep breath, and does as I instructed. Sensing his newfound

determination, the horse responds in kind, moving forward with a steady gait.

Watching him, a sense of pride fills me, momentarily pushing aside the turmoil.

"You're doing great, Ryan. See, she can feel your confidence now," I say, feeling a

genuine smile break through.

"Yeah? It feels... amazing," he responds, his voice laced with awe and excitement.

"Riding always does," I reply, watching him. "Everything else fades away, just you

and the horse. Kinda makes you forget your troubles for a while."

Ryan glances back at me, a thoughtful expression on his face. "Is that why you do it?

To forget?"

I pause, considering his question. "Sometimes, yes. There's peace in it - in the

connection and trust you build. It makes the rest of the world seem a bit quieter, even

if just for a moment. Not to mention the exciting thrill that comes along with it."

Ryan nods, understanding dawning as he focuses on his riding. As I watch him, I find

a moment of clarity amidst my chaos, a reminder of why I do what I do, not just for



the escape but for these little victories, these shared moments of triumph and

discovery.

After the lesson, I find a moment of solitude by the fence, watching the horizon

where the sky meets the land. Montana’s beauty has always been a salve, but today, it

reminds me of the vastness between Mia and me.

I've got to bridge it somehow. I need to talk to her, clear the air, and find out if there’s

a way back to how things were—or, hopefully, to something even better. I'm

unwilling to stand back and watch whatever we have slip away without a fight.

But first, I've got to figure out how to get her to open up and share her thoughts. The

idea feels like preparing to scale a mountain without a map, but I'm determined. Mia

means more to me than I’ve even admitted to myself. It’s time to face this. Whatever

it is.

I walk across the ranch, my boots kicking up dust with each step. The sun is high,

casting long shadows that stretch across the open fields. It's quiet - the kind of silence

you only get in places like this, vast and open. Mia’s next class isn’t for another two

hours, and something about how our last conversation went has left me restless,

needing to find her to clear the air between us.

I find her in her classroom, the door slightly ajar. Pushing it open, I step inside, the

sound startling Mia. She spins around, her eyes wide with surprise and something

else...fear? Nervousness? It’s hard to tell.

The room smells of paint and outside, of earth and grass from the nature crafts they'd

been working on. It’s a cozy space filled with reminders of why I fell for her—her

passion, kindness, and unrelenting dedication. But now, it feels like a canyon between

us, and I'm standing on the edge, calling out with no reply.



"Mia," I start, my voice is steadier than I feel. "What’s going on? You’ve been

avoiding me. If you...if you regret us, I need you to tell me." The words hang heavy

between us. It’s a confrontation I've been dreading, fearing the answer might be the

one thing I don't think I can handle.

She looks away, busying herself with tidying up papers that don’t need tidying. "Jake,

it’s not that simple," she says, her voice barely above a whisper.

"It is to me," I press, unable to keep the edge of hurt and anger from my voice. "Mia,

whatever it is, we can figure it out. But I was hoping you could talk to me. Please."

Finally, she turns to face me, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. With a heavy,

almost resigned sigh, she says the words that stop my world on its axis. "I’m

pregnant, Jake."

Pregnant. The word echoes in my mind like a gunshot, leaving me reeling. For a

moment, I could only stare at her in disbelief. "Are you...are you sure?" I manage to

stammer out.

She nods, wrapping her arms around herself to ward off her nervousness. "I took a

test a few days ago. I was late, and...and it was positive, Jake."

The emotions that rush through me are indescribable—surprise, fear, and an

overwhelming sense of joy and wonder. Mia’s face is a study in contrasts – hope and

deep seated worry. I take a step towards her, my heart pounding in my chest. "Mia,

this...this is incredible. We're going to have a baby."

I watch Mia shrink from me, wrapping her arms tighter around herself, a physical

barrier against her turmoil. "Jake, I... I don't know if I can call this incredible. It's

unplanned and unexpected. I'm scared," she confesses, her voice a fragile thread of

fear and uncertainty.



My heart aches at her words, at the raw vulnerability in her voice. I halt, giving her

the space she's silently asking for, yet my eyes never leave hers, shining with a

determination to bridge the gap her fears have created.
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"Mia," I say gently, imploring her to hear me. "Sometimes, the best surprises in life

are the ones we never planned for. Yes, it's scary, and yes, it's a leap into the

unknown. But it's also a chance for something wonderful to blossom. We're in this

together, every step of the way."

Mia's gaze drops to the ground, and she instinctively wipes away the tears spilling

down her cheeks. "I'm just so scared, Jake. What if Emily gets upset with me? What

if she freaks out?" She takes a shaky breath before continuing. "And Dylan... he

might be mad about the whole situation." Her voice breaks, showing how deeply she

fears our increasingly blended family's reaction to the news.

I step closer, offering my presence as a steady comfort.

"Hey," I say softly, lifting her chin so she looks into my eyes. "We'll get through this

together. I believe that Emily and Dylan will be okay with this. They love us, and

they'll come around to the idea of having a little brother or sister."

I smile, trying to bring optimism into the heavy air between us. "And even if they feel

uncomfortable about the pregnancy at first, I promise you, I'll do everything in my

power to help them adjust. This is a new chapter for all of us, but it's one we can

write together."

"But, Jake, we haven’t even figured out what we are yet," she whispers, her voice

laced with uncertainty and fear.

I reach for her hands, holding them in mine, needing her to feel and believe my next

words: "I love you, Mia. And I feel it, deep in my bones, that you love me too. We



might not have everything figured out, but this—us—this is something right. We'll

figure the rest out together, whatever it takes. You’re not alone in this. We’re in this

together."

For a moment, she looks at me, searching my face for the certainty I feel. Then,

slowly, a tear slips down her cheek, and she nods, stepping into my arms. I hold her

close, her head resting against my chest as I kiss the top of her head.

"We’re going to be alright, Mia. All five of us."

Chapter 10

~ Mia ~

Building Trust

To say that I'm utterly terrified is quite an understatement.

I had moved back to Pine Creek, hoping to re-establish the lifestyle I had grown

accustomed to—a place that could feel like a community.

A place Emily could forever call home, no matter what.

Teaching her that sometimes a family can consist of more than just blood relatives.

Instead, I fell into the clutches of resurfaced feelings I thought were forever buried.

I had returned to town with thoughts of Jake being a family man, complete with a

wife and all. But instead? He had been a single father. A man who had dedicated his

life to his son. A man who was very single in terms of not having a romantic life.



I told myself to ignore the festering feelings that built up inside me as we spend more

time together. I even thought I had a solid grip on things when we shared that first

kiss since my return, in which I had done a good job of friend-zoning him out in favor

of focusing on Emily.

Or at least I had thought I'd done so.

Yet, the feelings only continue to grow as we spend time together, especially with our

children.

As I watched him in his natural element at the ranch, being the cowboy he'd always

dreamed of being as a young boy, I saw that he also worked hard to make young

people's dreams come true as well.

Whether teaching them how to ride a horse or showing them the proper way to feed

one, Jake showed that there is another side to him beyond the grumpy and sometimes

bossy side.

The side most are used to seeing.

But I usually see that sweeter, gentler side of him.

The one who promises to protect you and take great care of you.

The side that entertains Dylan by being roped into playing his son's made-up games,

such as cowboy tag, and who also makes Emily feel safe, comfortable, and reassured

whenever she feels shy or unsure of herself.

And now?

The father of the unborn baby growing inside of me.



I didn't have a nature crafts class today because two teachers took all the children and

a few chaperones on a field trip for an extensive nature walk. I stayed back to help

some of the volunteers with baking sweets, which gave me the chance to think a lot.
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Jake was thankfully busy demonstrating the proper ways to lasso for a group of eager

and excited teenagers who were too old to go on the nature walk.

Alone time away from Jake had been a blessing in disguise because it allowed me to

think about things clearly, and not feel as if I was influenced by his excitement about

the pregnancy or the urgency for us to be together.

Not that I wouldn't want us to be together... I just felt maybe we were moving way

too fast. Especially now that an unplanned pregnancy has occurred.

"Can you hand me that spoon, Mia?" The kind but scratchy voice breaks me out of

my thoughts as I turn from kneading the dough to Joanie Mitchell addressing me. I

follow her eyes to the big wooden spoon resting on the counter next to me before

handing it to her.

"Thank you, darling. Are you alright? You've seemed quiet and deep inside your head

all morning."

For the time being, I thought it best to keep the pregnancy a secret from everyone.

Especially the children. My romance with Jake, however? It's hard for that to be kept

a secret, for it's evident to the adults from the sparks flying between us. Even though I

tell everyone we're just friends, they seem to smirk with this tell-tale glint in their

eyes.

"Yes, I'm okay... I guess I'm just a bit tired. All of this raining off and on has been

throwing me off or something."



"You'll get used to it again. It's that darn global warming as Bill always says. How

winter seems to flow into the middle of springtime and how the seasons are all mixed

up like trail mix! It's so hard on us old people." Joanie chuckles while she resumes

stirring the chocolate chip cookie mix.

"Oh Joanie, I keep telling you that you are not old."

"Honey, being in your forties during this era? It's considered the new normal of old.

Heck, even reaching the thirties makes your body feel as if you're already in your

sixties.

I sink into the conversation with Joanie as we work together to get most of the baking

done before the volunteers come in to take over for us during the shift change.

"Babe, you have to relax," Jake tells me, as my horse follows his along one of the

trails.

It's noon, and the children, including ours, are still on that field trip. Since I was

relieved from my baking duties in the kitchen, Jake had decided to get me for some

horseback riding along the trails.

I asked if it was safe due to my pregnancy, and he only joked that the baby is a size of

a thimble right now.

Honestly, I felt more nervous about being alone with him than us riding the horses

away from the ranch.

Riding alongside Jake, the rhythm of the horses' hooves set a comforting pace. The

open trails and nature's scent were almost ethereal.

Jake always brought me into moments of serene beauty, reminding me why we fell



hard for each other in the first place. His hand occasionally reached for mine, a

gesture of reassurance, one that spoke volumes of the unspoken words between us.

With the news of our little one, a mix of joy and apprehension fills my heart. But

Jake, sensing my inner turmoil, pulls his horse to a stop, turning to me with that

reassuring grin. "Mia, love, we're in this together. You, me, and our little thimble-

sized cowboy—or cowgirl." His chuckles, light and heartfelt, ease the knots of worry

within me, filling me with hope for our future.

I smiled, feeling a warmth spread through me, not just from his words but from the

profound love in his eyes. "I know, Jake. It's just... everything feels so different

now—like we're stepping into uncharted territories."

He nods, his expression turning pensive. "It is different, Mia. But think of it this

way—we've faced challenges before, haven't we? This," - he gestured between us -

"us, it's our greatest adventure yet. And I couldn't have asked for a better partner."

His words were a balm to my frayed nerves. Jake had always been the one to ground

me, to remind me of the strength we share together. "You're right. I guess... I guess

I'm just scared of the unknown. It's not just the unknown of becoming parents," I

started, my voice a bit shaky as I tried to articulate my swirling thoughts.

"I'm still settling in here, you know? This town, these wide-open spaces—they're

beautiful, but they're also what I'm getting used to again after being gone for years.

And then there's Emily... She's been the center of my world, and I worry about how

she'll adjust to sharing that space with a sibling. Well, two, since Dylan would be like

her brother as well."

Jake listened intently, his eyes locked on mine, radiating warmth and understanding.

After a moment, he replied, "Mia, I get it. This town, it's a whole new world for



Emily, and now you're stepping into another new chapter here. But, love, you've

made this place home again. Not just for you but for Emily as well. You've brought

life into every corner and do the same with our growing family."

He continues to give me that reassuring smile from which I tend to draw strength.

"Emily - she's going to be an amazing big sister. Yes, it'll be an adjustment, but think

about the bond she'll continue to build with Dylan. The baby will not replace her spot

in our hearts. It will make it bigger."

He reached over, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear, his touch reassuring.

"You're an incredible mom to Emily, and you'll be the same for Dylan and this baby.

And I know it's scary - all the what-ifs and maybes - but we'll tackle them together.

We always do. I believe in us; in our family. And I'll be right here with you every

step of the way, supporting and loving you."

Listening to Jake, his confidence and love pouring through each word, I felt my fears

ebb away. He was right. We were in this together, and we could face any challenge

together. But I'm still afraid, as Jake makes the horses halt on the trail, as he pays

attention to the fear in my eyes.

"Hey," he said softly, reaching over to lift my chin. "Look at me. We've got each

other's backs, always. This baby, our family, it's our future. And I'll be with you every

step of the way. We'll learn, stumble, and most importantly, love—throughout it all.

That's our strength, Mia. Our love."

His conviction, his unwavering support, fortified my resolve. In Jake's eyes, I saw not

just the love of my life but an unwavering partner ready to face whatever life threw

our way. Our journey hadn't been smooth, but it was ours. We had weathered storms

together, and now, we were about to welcome our beacon of joy.
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I nodded, a newfound determination settling in. "Together, through all the highs and

lows. I love you, Jake."

"And I love you, Mia. More than you'll ever know." He gently pressed his lips against

mine, a kiss filled with promises of the future, of hope, and of an unbreakable bond.

As we continued down the trail, side by side, I knew that whatever challenges lay

ahead, our love would guide us through. In our hearts, we carried a steadfast trust and

understanding. A commitment to each other that would only grow stronger with time.

With Jake by my side, I was ready to face the future, to welcome the joy and tackle

the challenges, for I knew we were in it together—forever.

Or at least I strongly hoped so.

Chapter 11

~ Jake ~

Family Matters

I wonder if I’m taking the reins of our growing relationship without allowing Mia to

also grip onto them.

It’s in my nature to dominate a situation to the point that I believe that I know best.

It’s helped me in life with ensuring that things go as well as they possibly can. I’m so

used to being in charge and in control of my life, as well as Dylan’s.



People at the ranch look at me as the cowboy in charge and even the other cowboys

tended to follow my lead when the moments called for a leader to step up or take

control of a situation.

But this situation is different.

Mia is also in the driver’s seat when it comes to making decisions about this

pregnancy and what we’re going to do about it.

But I will admit that I’m the one who kind of pushed and urged her into telling the

children after we went back and forth on it for about a week on what to do.

She wanted to wait it out and I told her I didn’t think it would be right, or fair, for the

children to find out once her stomach began to balloon in a couple of months.

Mia is the one who wants the children to be comfortable about all of this and I told

her that waiting months until she’s showing will make them feel betrayed, not

accepting - finding out when everyone else would find out.

So, Mia thought it best we have dinner at her apartment. Especially since Dylan has

been asking for the longest time if he could finally see it. They’ve been spending so

much time at our house that Dylan has jokingly wondered if they still have their

apartment, and has been wanting to see Emily’s room.

We decided on getting their favorite dinner choices from Grandma’s Comfort Diner

in an effort to help ease them into the situation. Maybe I’m just optimistic that

everything will be alright, while I believe Mia to be worrying too much.

Not saying she isn’t allowed to worry… I guess I feel that she’s been here before.

With being pregnant and not being a first time mom. The kind of worries she has is



what first time mothers would usually have who have never been pregnant before.

But I’ve been trying to be as supportive of her feelings as I can be because even as a

father, I could never personally and physically understand what it meant to carry a

child in the womb.

To me, motherhood is such a beautiful thing, with the way women can grow a life

inside of them.

"So, how's everyone liking their dinner?" I ask, trying to keep the atmosphere light

and jovial. We're all seated around Mia's brightly lit kitchen table, the plates of food

casting delicious aromas through the air. Dylan is halfway through his brisket burger,

a light smear of sauce at the corner of his mouth, while Emily is meticulously

spreading out her shepherd's pie, leveling the mashed potatoes as if they were a piece

of art.

"This is the best burger, honestly! You can't get this at school," Dylan says

enthusiastically, taking another large bite, barely pausing to come up for air.

Emily, more focused and precise, nods without looking up from her plate. "The

shepherd's pie is delicious, too. It’s like grandma’s." Her approval, though quiet, feels

like a big win, given how particular she can be about her food.

"That's awesome to hear. Grandma's Comfort Diner never disappoints, right?" I prod

them gently for more responses, eager to keep the mood upbeat. "Do you guys think

we should do dinner like this more often?" I add, trying to gauge their interest in

more family gatherings like this in the near future.

"Yeah! But can we try different foods too? I wanna see if they can beat this burger,"

Dylan responds with a broad smile, already excited by the prospect.

Emily finally looks up from her plate, her eyes brightening at the suggestion, "Can



we go to the pizza buffet next time?"

"Of course we can, honey." I smile brightly at her as Mia stares at me, smiling widely

at how well Emily takes to me.

The conversation flows easily from there, and I can't help but feel a sense of relief

wash over me. It seems, at least for now, that the news Mia and I have to share might

just be received with open minds.

The plates are nearly clean, and the air is filled with the remnants of laughter and

easy conversations. It's now or never. I look over to Mia, who gives me a slight nod,

signaling it's time. Clearing my throat, I capture the kids' attention. "Guys, we have

something important we need to talk about. It's about our family. Or well, the family I

am hoping you two will be okay with. Not just involving us four though..."
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Both Dylan and Emily look up, their expressions shifting to curiosity. "What do you

mean, Dad?" Dylan asks, his tone slightly cautious.

Mia takes my hand under the table, squeezing it lightly for support. "Well, we're

going to have a new addition to the family. Mia is pregnant," I say, trying to gauge

their reactions.

Immediately, Emily's fork clatters onto her plate, her face the very picture of

astonishment. "Huh? Mom, you're having a baby?" she whispers, her voice barely

audible. It's clear she's struggling to wrap her mind around the news.

Dylan blinks at us, his reaction delayed, but then he breaks into a tentative smile.

"Wow, really? That's... cool, I guess." He's obviously taken aback, but his response

leans more towards curiosity rather than shock.

"Yes, we're having a baby, sweetheart," Mia gently addresses Emily, whose eyes are

still wide with disbelief. "It's a big change, we know, but we're all going to support

each other, right?"

Emily nods slowly, still in shock, while Dylan chimes in with a more pragmatic

concern. "Does this mean I'll have to share my room?"

The question breaks the tension slightly, and I can't help but chuckle. "We'll figure all

that out, buddy. Right now, we just wanted you guys to know what's happening and

that we're all going to be together."

The table goes quiet as the weight of the news settles around us. Dylan and Mia fall



silent while shooting surprised glances at one another while Mia, unable to take the

silence which further worries her, makes the excuse to grab the chocolate cake for

dessert.

As I move to the kitchen to help Mia, I grab a cloth and start wiping down the

counters, trying to keep my movements calm and collected.

The silence from the living room is unnerving, but I remind myself that this is a

massive shift for Emily and Dylan. One that will take time to adjust to. Mia carefully

puts away the leftover slices of chocolate cake, her movements measured, betraying

her inner turmoil.

"Maybe we should have waited to tell them," she whispers, barely audible over the

sound of clinking dishes. I pause, looking into her worried eyes. "They're just in

shock, love. It's a lot for them to take in," I say, trying to infuse my voice with

confidence. "Give it some time. They'll come around. They always do."

I want to believe my own words, to reassure not just Mia, but myself too. The quiet

from the living room stretches between us like a tangible thing, but I hold onto the

hope that with time, our family will find its way back to the laughter and warmth

we've always shared.

We lean against the kitchen counter, a small oasis of calm in the storm of change

swirling around us. Mia’s hands are folded tightly in front of her, and I reach out,

encasing them in mine.

“We knew this wouldn’t be easy,” I start, my voice steady, "but it's not just about us

anymore. We've got to think about the kids' feelings, and of course, about what’s best

for the little one on the way.”

Mia looks up, her eyes searching mine, “Do you think we’re doing the right thing?



Moving, the baby, all of it at once?” Her voice is laced with uncertainty.

I squeeze her hands gently, “I do. It’s going to be tough, no question. But we’re in

this together, and that’s what counts. We need stability for our kids, a home where

they can grow up feeling safe and loved. And yes, it's scary and big, but it's also full

of potential. For us to become a family unit that can weather anything.”

She nods slowly, a hint of a smile breaking through. “And how do we make sure

Dylan and Emily feel involved? Really involved, not just like they’re being dragged

along for the ride?”

“That’s a good point,” I concede, releasing one hand to scratch my chin thoughtfully.

“We start by listening, truly listening to what they’re worried about. We can give

them some control too, like letting them pick out something new for their rooms or

help decide some things about the new place.”

Mia brightens, “That’s brilliant! It could help make this transition feel more like an

adventure than a disruption. And what about us, and the little one?” There’s a new

note of optimism in her voice.

“For us, we keep doing what we're doing now,” I reply, pulling her closer.

“Supporting each other, being there to talk through the fears and the excitement.

We’ll make decisions together and ensure our home is a haven - not just a house. For

the baby, we make sure that amid all these changes, we're ready. We ensure health,

happiness, and that the baby is coming into a family full of love.”

Mia rests her head against my shoulder. “Love, huh? I guess that’s the best security

we can give them.”

I kiss the top of her head. “Absolutely. With love, we’ve already got a solid

foundation. Everything else, we’ll figure out together.”



Mia shifts slightly, breaking the comfortable silence. "But what if things don't go as

planned? What if the kids struggle to adjust, or we find ourselves overwhelmed?" Her

voice is tinged with worry.

I tighten my hold around her, wanting to offer comfort through my touch. "I

understand those fears," I acknowledge, my voice steady. "But remember, we're not

doing this alone. We have each other, and that counts for a lot. For Dylan and Emily,

we'll be their constant, their source of stability no matter where we are. And if we're

overwhelmed, we'll reach out for help, lean on our friends and family. We're not

islands, Mia. We're part of a community that'll support us through this."

She leans back to look at me, searching my face for the assurance she craves. "And if

the stress of moving, the new baby, all of it, starts to wear on us?" she asks, her voice

barely above a whisper.

I cup her face gently, ensuring she can see the sincerity in my eyes. "Then we remind

ourselves why we started this journey in the first place. Love, Mia. The love we have

for each other, for Dylan, Emily, and the baby. That love has carried us this far, and it

won't fail us now. We'll handle each challenge as it comes, together. We might

stumble, but we'll pick each other up. That's what families do."

Mia's lips curve into a small, hopeful smile, and she leans into my hand. "Together,"

she repeats, her voice more robust now. "I guess as long as we have that, we can

handle whatever comes our way."

"Absolutely," I affirm, my heart swelling with love and determination. "Together,

there's nothing we can't face."

Chapter 12

~ Mia ~
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New Beginnings

The sun was high, casting long shadows across the ranch, as I stood with bean bags in

hand, facing Emily and Dylan on the opposite end of the cornhole field.

What is supposed to be an enjoyable hot summer's day seems to be chilled by the

silence of Dylan and Emily, who appear to be the only children at Beartooth Ranch

missing a smile.

The air was filled with the distant sounds of laughing children, chattering adults, and

the occasional whinnying of horses, creating a backdrop to what should have been a

regular, joyous afternoon. But today, the atmosphere was tinted with an undertone of

worry that weighed heavily on my heart.

It had been a few days since we'd shared the news of the pregnancy with Dylan and

Emily. A silence had since settled over both of them. A silence so profound and out

of character that it left me second-guessing every decision we'd made.

Dylan, usually bursting with questions and stories, had become quiet, his energy

dialed down to a soft murmur.

Even Emily, who often shined with sparkling eyes of excitement, seemed to retreat

into a shell of introspection. Their reactions, or rather the lack thereof, echoed in my

mind, breeding a garden of doubts.

We were right in the middle of our game, the sun warm on our backs, yet the chill of

worry refused to leave me. "Nice shot, Dylan!" I exclaimed, as his bean bag landed



squarely in the middle of the board, trying to inject a bit of excitement into my voice.

He offered me a small smile, one that didn't quite reach his eyes, before retreating

back into silence. Emily followed her future brother's lead, her throws careful and

precise, but without the usual gleeful commentary that accompanied our games.

The game progressed, the soft clinks and thuds of the bean bags punctuating the air

between us. Each toss I made was accompanied by an overly enthusiastic

commentary, a feeble attempt to pierce the bubble of quiet that enveloped Dylan and

Emily.

"Watch this one, Emily! I'm aiming for the left corner!" I declared, my bean bag

arcing through the air, only to land with an unceremonious thud just short of the

board. I laughed at my own miss, hoping to coax out their smiles or perhaps a

chuckle, but was met with polite smiles that barely lasted.

"Your turn, Emily. Think you can beat that stellar performance?" I nudged, my voice

laced with playful sarcasm and warmth. She stepped forward, her concentration

evident as she sized up her shot.

The bean bag sailed from her hand, landing precisely near the center of the board, a

testament to her skill even in silence. "Nice shot!" I applauded, yet the words felt

hollow, bouncing off an invisible wall of introspection she and Dylan had built

around themselves.

I glanced at Dylan, who had been quietly observing, and clapped my hands lightly.

"Your move, champ." He looked up, his eyes locking with mine for a moment, and I

saw a flicker of the boy who would usually regale us with tales of heroic cowboys

and fantasy rodeos as he played.

Today, however, he simply nodded, took his stance, and threw. His bean bag landed



impeccably close to Emily's, a silent statement of sibling rivalry that barely stirred the

surface of our interactions.

As we continued, I kept the conversation light, sprinkling in stories of past games and

playful taunts, hoping to weave them back into the familiar fabric of banter and

laughter.

Yet, each attempt felt like throwing pebbles into a deep well, the echoes faint and

unreturned. Dylan and Emily's responses were short, their engagement fleeting.

They participated, yes, but their joy seemed to have been left behind, shadowed by

the news that had so profoundly unsettled them.

My efforts to spark a conversation, to reignite the gleeful spirit that usually

surrounded such games, dwindled, as I faced the reality of their withdrawn demeanor.

The weight of their silence was a tangible presence, a barrier that my words alone

could not dismantle.

At that moment, I realized that perhaps what Dylan and Emily needed was not forced

cheerfulness or attempts to gloss over their emotions but the space to process and

come to terms with the changes on their own terms.

With each toss, my heart grew heavier, my mind racing with what-ifs and maybes.

Could the news of the baby have unsettled them more than we'd thought?

Were they feeling replaced, overshadowed by the impending arrival of a new sibling?

Jake's words from the other night echoed in my mind, offering a beacon of hope in

the storm of my worries. Together, there's nothing we can't face.

But at this moment, the togetherness felt fragile, threatened by the unspoken fears of

a sister and brother trying to find their footing in this new reality.



I wanted to bridge the gap, to draw out their thoughts and fears, to reassure them that

nothing could diminish the love we held for them.

"Hey, guys..." I began, setting down the remaining bean bags and squatting down to

their level. "You know, no matter what, you two are still critical to Jake and I.

Nothing's going to change that. Not now, not ever."

My voice trembled slightly with emotion, my gaze flitting between them, desperate

for a sign, any sign, that my words were making a difference.

The children just nod after exchanging a quiet glance before it's Dylan's turn to throw

the beanbag. I feel less confident by their silence, and it just makes me even more

panicked.

I take a deep breath, trying to steady the whirlwind of thoughts spinning through my

mind. The silence from Emily and Dylan weighs heavily on me, sparking a twinge of

anger towards Jake.

Why did he push so insistently for us to tell the kids so early?

We ourselves are still trying to come to terms with the shock of this sudden

pregnancy, grappling with our own mix of fears and excitement. It seems unfair, now,

to have expected them to understand and adapt overnight.
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I glance towards the lodge where Jake is, half-expecting Jake to come out and offer

some form of support, a helping hand in navigating this delicate situation.

But the door remains closed, and I feel a rush of frustration. We're meant to be in this

together, yet here I am, floundering, trying to reassure our children when I am filled

with doubts.

How are we supposed to present a united front when I feel so utterly alone in this

moment?

"Maybe it wasn't such a good idea telling them this early after all."

As Mia's words hit me like a cold splash of water, I can't help but feel torn between

my excitement for our future and the reality of our current situation. It's not that I

don't understand where she's coming from. I do. It's just that every fiber of my being

is buzzing with the anticipation of becoming a father, of building our new life

together in Pine Creek. The morning sickness has started and has been tough on Mia,

and I've been doing everything I can to support her—fetching ginger tea at odd hours,

ensuring she's comfortable in the guest room at the ranch whenever she needs time to

herself, and taking on more responsibilities so she can rest.

But even in the midst of all this, the thought of our growing family fills me with a

profound sense of purpose and joy.

"I just think you're letting the momentary mood of the children cloud your vision,

Mia," I say, my voice tinged with a hint of frustration. "They're kids. They adapt.

They'll come around when they see what a great little brother or sister they're going to



have."

Mia's expression hardens, her eyes flashing with a mix of hurt and anger. "That's just

it, Jake. You're already picturing the baby in our lives, but have you stopped to

consider how Dylan and Emily truly feel? We sprung this on them. They need

time...and empathy. Not dismissal."

I can see Jake's frustration building like storm clouds on the horizon, his usually calm

demeanor giving way to a restless energy. "Jake," I try again, my voice steadier than I

feel, "this isn't just about adapting. It's about their feelings, their worlds being turned

upside down. They've only just gotten used to the idea of us, and now we’re

introducing another major change."

He paces back and forth, the floorboards creaking under his boots, a physical

manifestation of his growing agitation. "I get that, Mia. I really do. But life is about

change. And yes, it's hard and messy, but that’s how we grow. I thought you would

understand that," he retorts, each word sharper than the last.

The accusation stings, and I can feel the defensive walls rising. "Understanding it

doesn't make it any less tough on them, Jake. Or on us," I counter, struggling to keep

my voice calm. "We must approach this as a team, considering all perspectives, not

just bulldozing through with what we think is best."

Jake stops pacing and looks at me, his expression a mix of exasperation and sorrow.

"Isn't that what I'm trying to do? Build something for us? For our future?" His voice

cracks slightly, betraying the emotion he's fought so hard to keep at bay.

The depth of his frustration and fear becomes painfully clear to me. It's not just about

the kids adapting. It's about us navigating this new reality together, without losing

sight of each other's needs and fears. "I know, Jake," I say softly, my heart aching for

the both of us.



"I want that future too, more than anything. But not at the expense of our family

feeling like they were left behind in the process. We need to find a way to bring them

along with us, not drag them kicking and screaming."

There's a long, heavy silence between us as the weight of my words settles in the air.

Jake's shoulders slump slightly, and he lets out a long breath, the fight draining out of

him. My words sting, but he's finally understanding.

"You're right," he finally admits, his voice barely above a whisper. "I've been so

caught up in the excitement that I've lost sight of how this is affecting everyone. Not

just us."

The tension begins to ebb away, replaced by a fragile sense of understanding. We're

in this together, facing the challenges as a united front, even when the path forward

seems daunting and fraught with uncertainty.

In his rush to embrace the future, he had glossed over the immediate worries and

adjustments our family needs to make. Dylan and Emily, with their silent glances and

subdued moods, had communicated their unease, and there he was, steamrolling over

their feelings in his own enthusiasm.

Taking a deep breath, he moves closer to me, his tone softening. "You're right. I got

so caught up in how amazing this is for us that I forgot how big of a change this is for

them, too. I'm sorry, Mia. We'll do this together, and we'll make sure Dylan and

Emily feel just as much a part of this as we are."

My gaze softens, and he can see the exhaustion mixed with relief in my eyes. "We

need to be a team in this, Jake. All of us. That includes understanding and addressing

the children's feelings, not just our own."

He nods, the weight of my words settling in his heart. "You're right. We'll talk to



them, explain things better, and make sure they know they're an essential part of this

new chapter. I may have been overzealous, but I promise to be more considerate,

more in tune with what our family needs."

It's a promise he intends to keep, not just for me or the baby, but for Dylan and Emily

too. A promise that I not only believe but will make sure he upholds when it comes to

the best interests of the children. I can't just selfishly think about Emily or the baby,

but Dylan as well, if I'm going to be a mother figure in his life.

I have to view him as one of my own as well and with that, I will make sure that he's

comfortable along every step of the way. Jake holds me close against him. Being in

his arms has become my safe space.

I'm glad we were able to smooth this out because Jake can usually become undeterred

and stubborn in arguments, sometimes wielding a 'whatever I say, goes' kind of

mindset. Something that will also have to change if I am to be his partner in this now

combined journey together in life.

"I'm sorry, Mia. I promise to do better..." he murmurs, while pressing soft kisses

along my neck. I shiver in delight at the feeling, which encourages him to continue

doing it before he's slightly pulling back to stare into my eyes. He leans in, capturing

my awaiting lips with his to give him a passionate, slow kiss that begins to pick up as

the seconds pass by.

The kiss deepens, our breaths intertwining as if trying to merge our very essences.

His hands wander up my back, fingers tracing the spine with a tenderness that sends

shivers cascading down my body.

I find my hands tangling in his hair, pulling him closer, as if distance were our

enemy. The world around us fades to a mere backdrop, inconsequential to the

intensity of our connection. Suddenly, the air seems charged with electricity, every



touch amplified, every sensation magnified.

Our hearts beat in synchrony, a testament to the passion that has always simmered

beneath the surface, now boiling over. Jake's kiss is a promise, a vow without words,

speaking directly to my soul. In this moment, we are not just two people in love - we

are a force of nature, as unstoppable as the tide.

"Is the door locked?" I finally ask him between heated kisses when his hand goes

down to the strap of my sundress to play with it.

"Of course it is." He grins mischievously at me as my eyes raise in curiosity.
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"Oh? Were you planning something like this to happen?"

"Not really but you can never be too careful," he admits, while pulling me even closer

to him, picking me up to carry me until I'm pinned against the wall with my legs

wrapped around his waist. Our kisses return, this time filled with plenty of tongues,

as he impatiently fumbles with his belt buckle.

He finally gets it unbuckled and immediately begins to unbutton and unzip his pants,

pulling them down to his knees as his boxers get pulled down next. He grabs his

manhood to stroke a few times before positioning it at my opening after he’s pushed

my panties to the side.

We both moan in bliss at that first thrust when he enters me slowly, almost carefully,

while maintaining my balance between him and the wall. His hands grip the back of

my thighs to steady himself before he slides in and out of me, our lips ensnared in a

passionate dance that follows each other’s rhythm.

Each thrust seems to melt away my fear, replacing it with hope for our future and our

new family. That the baby will get here, and our children will be all too thrilled and

excited over their new sibling. That everything will be okay after all.

“Oh Jake,” I moan against his lips as my back embeds into the green and gold plaid

wallpaper, while he concentrates on taking away my worries to replace them with

nothing but pleasure in this moment. He grunts lowly in response, trying to make sure

we keep it down since we’re in a public place, no matter if we are confined in a

private room.



He licks my lips before kissing them while I hang onto his neck with my arms as the

force of his thrusts causes me to bounce up and down in the air while he keeps a firm

grip on me. I get lost in his eyes, falling into the moment, and believing in him as

well as his words.

He seems so confident about everything regarding the children, the baby, and our

future. I should try to put a little more faith in him and not so much into my worries

and fears.

Chapter 13

~ Jake ~

Revelations

Sitting in the living room, I can’t help but feel a mixture of anticipation and

nervousness.

Mia and I had agreed to have a heart-to-heart with Dylan and Emily, aiming to bridge

any gaps forming between us. I clear my throat, trying to gather my thoughts and

ensure my voice doesn't betray the uncertainty I'm feeling inside.

“Dylan. Emily,” I start, making sure to capture their attention. “We have something

important we want to talk about. And, we want you guys to be completely honest

about how you feel, okay?”

Dylan nods, his expression serious, and even Emily follows Dylan with a nod of her

head, seeming to understand the gravity of the moment. There’s a brief silence, filled

only by the soft ticking of the clock on the mantle.

Mia gestures encouragingly, her presence a comforting warmth beside me.



"Can you tell us how you really feel about the pregnancy?" I then hold my breath and

feel tense since I have no idea what their responses will be. I can understand

confusion over the situation but if they were downright against it, I know that would

pain both Mia and me.

“Dad.” Dylan’s voice is tentative. “I’ve always wanted to be a big brother. Always.

But I never really thought it would happen, you know? It’s like... I’m not sure how to

feel. It's just so much, so fast, I think.”

I can see the conflict in his eyes, the struggle between what he’s dreamed of and the

reality of the situation. It’s a feeling I know all too well.

“Dylan, it’s okay to feel confused,” Mia says softly, her voice a soothing balm. “Big

changes can bring big emotions, and it’s completely normal to need time to adjust.”

Emily, who had been quietly observing, finally speaks up, “Are we still going to be

important to you and Mr. Jake when the baby comes?”

Her question hits me harder than I anticipated. The fear of being less critical or being

overlooked in the wake of new beginnings is one I hadn’t fully addressed in my own

heart.

“Emily, Dylan, look at me,” I say, ensuring I have their full attention. “You two are

critical to Mia and me. The arrival of a new family member won’t change that. If

anything, it means our family is growing, and that’s a beautiful thing. We’ll all have

more love to share.”

Mia nods in agreement, reaching over to gently squeeze both Dylan and Emily's

hands. “We’re a team, remember? Always.”

The room fills with a heavy, thoughtful silence as Dylan and Emily ponder our



words. I can see the gears turning in their minds, processing, challenging, and slowly

accepting the new shape our family is taking.

“We’ll figure this out together,” I continue, my voice more robust now, filled with a

conviction I didn’t realize I possessed until this moment. “And we’ll make sure that

this family, our family, is built on a foundation of love, respect, and understanding.

No matter what changes come our way.”

"And if we ever feel uncomfortable... can we tell you?" Dylan asks, as Mia nods with

a reassuring smile.

Dylan finally cracks a small smile, and Emily, encouraged by Dylan's response, nods,

a spark of her usually spirited self returning to her eyes.

"You can always come to us about anything you feel. No matter if you think it'll hurt

our feelings or not. The most important thing is making sure that you two are okay," I

chime in, hoping my response is enough to relax their worries.

“That sounds good, Dad,” Dylan says, and I can hear the beginnings of acceptance in

his voice.



Page 25

Source Creation Date: July 22, 2025, 5:19 am

“Yeah, it does,” Emily adds, suddenly looking down, fiddling with the hem of her

shirt. "But…I don’t know how to be a big sister," she murmurs, her voice barely

above a whisper. "What if I mess it up?"

I exchange a quick glance with Mia, sensing the depth of Emily's vulnerability.

"Hey," I begin, my voice soft but firm. "Being a big sister, just like anything else

new, is something you’ll learn along the way. We don’t expect you to know

everything right off the bat. And guess what? You’re going to be an amazing big

sister because you care enough to worry about it."

Mia scoots closer to Emily, wrapping an arm around her shoulder. "You won't be

alone in this, sweetheart. We'll be here to help you, guide you, and support you.

Messing up isn't failing—it's how we learn and grow. And we'll all mess up and grow

together."

Emily lifts her head, her eyes meeting ours. There's a moment of silence as she

processes our words, the concern in her eyes gradually giving way to a cautious

optimism.

"Did you two want to have a baby when you used to date?" Dylan suddenly asks,

throwing both Mia and me off. I then remember that we had told Emily and Dylan

weeks ago about how Mia and I used to date and were friends growing up. It had

gotten to that due to Mia telling Emily all about the things she used to do when she

grew up in Pine Creek.

Mia looks flushed as I chuckle in amusement. "We were teenagers so no. We were

busy thinking about how much money we'd be able to make since we'd finally be able



to move from part-time working to full-time after graduating. But I did plan for us to

move in together."

"You did?" Mia looks at me weirdly, as she’s confused at the response. "Even with

me having planned to move a year before graduation?"

"You did?" It's my turn to be confused as I scratch the back of my head, unsure of

what she's talking about. Realizing we had something to discuss as I feel anger

growing in the pit of my stomach, I turn my attention to the children and smile at

them.

"Well, that's all we wanted to know. We want you to be comfortable with the

pregnancy and understand that your feelings and thoughts do matter. And that you

can always come to us, no matter what. Dylan, you can take Emily up to your room to

play."

Dylan slides off the couch and waits for Emily to follow before they excitedly rush

out of the living room with an activity or game in mind. I then turn my attention to

Mia with an eyebrow raised.

A few minutes of silence steamrolls by before I finally break it as I fold my arms

across my chest. I remain standing while Mia has taken a seat on the couch.

I stand there, the weight of our past and present pressing down on me, as Mia looks

up, her expression a mix of confusion and hurt. The air between us is charged, heavy

with the unspoken and unresolved, and I find myself grappling for the right words.

"So, you were planning on moving to Cedarvale all along?" My voice barely rises

above a whisper, the feeling of betrayal gnawing at my insides. "And you never

thought to mention it until now?"



Mia's eyes, once pools of warmth, now flicker with defensiveness. "Jake, it wasn't

like that. I… I thought things would change. That we could figure it out together."

Her words stung, a reminder of plans made and dreams shared, now tainted by secrets

and lies. "Figure it out? Mia, how could we figure it out when I didn't know the truth?

You knew how much I was looking forward to us moving in together to start our lives

together."

The silence that follows is suffocating, each of us lost in our whirlpool of thoughts

and regrets. It was then Mia's turn to confront me, her voice steady but laced with

anger.

"And what about you, Jake? Planning our whole future without once stopping to

consider what I wanted? Pressuring me into moving and going to college together,

even after I said I wasn’t sure. Did my dreams even matter to you, or was it just about

what you wanted?"

I flinch, her words slicing through the facade of righteousness I had cloaked myself

in. "I... I thought I was doing it for us, Mia. I thought it's what we both wanted."

"But you didn’t listen, Jake. You promised you’d drop it, yet you were ready to push

us into a future I wasn't sure of. How is that fair?" Her voice breaks, revealing the

depth of her hurt.

I sink down next to her, the fight seeping out of me. "Mia, I... I'm sorry. I just... I got

carried away with the idea of finally being able to start our lives together. I didn't

realize..."

Mia shakes her head, frustration etched across her face. "Didn't realize? Jake, you

didn't even try to understand. You saw what you wanted and ignored everything else.

It's always been your way or the highway."



I stand up, feeling the anger boiling inside me. "That's not fair, Mia. I've made

compromises too. But how can we move forward if you're holding secrets? How am I

supposed to trust that?"

"Trust?" Mia's laugh is bitter, devoid of any humor. "You talk about trust, but you

never trusted my decisions. You mapped out our lives without my consent and now

you’re talking about trust?"

I retort, my voice raising despite my attempts to control it. "Because I was planning a

future for us! A future that seems to be slipping away because you—" I pause, my

anger dissipating as quickly as it had surged, replaced by a profound sense of loss.

Mia looks away, tears glistening in her eyes. "Maybe that's the problem, Jake. Your

idea of 'us' doesn't include me, not really. It includes a version of me you've created in

your head."

Her words stun me into silence. In the heat of our argument, a harsh truth emerges,

one that neither of us can ignore. The divide between us, once barely noticeable, now

seems too vast to bridge.

We sit in silence, the chasm between us filled with years of miscommunications and

unmet expectations. It’s clear that the path forward wouldn't be easy, our relationship

frayed by the secrets we kept and the truths we avoided. Yet, this moment, raw and

painful, feels like a necessary tumult.

"Mia, I... I don't know how we move past this," I admit, my voice hoarse with

emotion, "but I do know that I don't want to lose you. Not over mistakes made years

ago."

Mia looks at me, her eyes reflecting the turmoil within. "Jake, I don't want to lose us

either. But we need to be honest with each other, now more than ever. We have to



face what happened, understand why, and figure out where we go from here."

The air between us shifts, lighter yet laden with the reality of the hard work ahead.

We both understand that mending our relationship would require patience, honesty,

and a willingness to forgive not just each other, but ourselves too.
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I reach for her hand, a silent vow to face whatever comes our way, together. "We'll

figure it out, Mia. One step at a time."

And in that moment, despite the uncertainty of our future, I believed in ‘us’.

Chapter 14

~ Mia ~

Preparations and Precautions

As Dylan and Emily chase each other around the backyard, Jake and I find ourselves

locked in an intense conversation in the kitchen.

The weight of our discussion from the previous night still hangs heavy as we work

through our past and look towards a bright future together. But now, with the

imminent arrival of our baby, the stakes feel higher than ever before.

We are both filled with a sense of urgency and excitement, eager to prepare for the

new life that will soon be joining our family. As I watch the kids playing outside, I

can't help but feel a rush of love and anticipation for the journey that lies ahead.

"Have you thought about it?" I ask, breaking the silence of Jake's kitchen as we sit

down with our morning coffee, a list of baby essentials before us.

"Thought about what?" Jake looks up, his eyes searching mine.



"Whether you'd want a boy or a girl," I say, a playful smile tugging at my lips. It's a

light-hearted question, but somehow, it feels like everything in this moment.

Jake's warm and infectiously uplifting laughter fills the room. "Honestly, I've always

imagined having a little girl. Can you imagine that? A tiny version of us, but a girl. I

already have a son, and a daughter would complete the picture."

His admission surprises me, a delightful contrast to my secret wish. "That's funny," I

chuckle, "because I've been thinking maybe a boy would be nice. I already have a

daughter, and the thought of adding a little boy to our mix just..." I trail off, the idea

warming my heart.

The irony isn't lost on either of us, and we share a laugh, reveling in the unexpected

joy of this simple conversation. It's a moment of levity amidst the uncertainty of our

future. A reminder that we can find humor and happiness together.

"Well, since we're on the topic," Jake begins, his tone shifting to playful curiosity,

"have you thought of any names? For either a boy or a girl?"

I nod, naming our child suddenly feeling like the most crucial decision. "For a girl,

I've always loved the name Emma. It's simple, classic."

"And for a boy?" Jake prompts, his interest piqued as he reaches for a pen, ready to

jot down our thoughts.

"James," I say without hesitation. "It's strong but timeless."

Jake writes down the names, and we continue back and forth, suggesting names.

Some are met with laughter, others with a thoughtful nod. Our list grows, and our

child has a mix of possibilities, each name a promise of a future filled with love,

challenges, and infinite joy.



Jake leans back, a twinkle in his eye. "What about Sophie for a girl? It’s got a kind of

elegance to it."

I tilt my head, considering. "Sophie... Yeah, I like it. It feels gentle yet sophisticated."

"And for a boy, what do you think of the name Ethan?" I propose, a new thought

striking me. "It sounds strong, reliable."

He scribbles down the suggestion, nodding in agreement. "Ethan, I can get behind

that. It does have a certain determination to it."

Pausing, Jake looks up, his expression thoughtful. "You know, my grandfather was

named Theodore. I called him Theo for short. There’s something about that

name—resilient, classic, but with a modern twist."

I smile, warmed by the connection to his heritage. "Theo... It’s perfect. It carries

weight and history, yet it’s adaptable and lively."

Our eyes meet, an unspoken agreement passing between us. "And for another girl’s

name... What about Ava? It’s so vibrant and full of life," he suggests, his voice

softening.

"Ava," I repeat, rolling the name around. "Yes, it’s wonderful. It's full of light, just

like she would be."

Jake flips the page, his gaze still connected with mine, a signal we’re shifting to

another critical decision. "What about the birth plan, Mia? Have you thought more

about a midwife versus a hospital delivery?"

I draw a deep breath, the topic weighty with implications. "I have, and it's not a

simple choice. With a midwife, this beautiful notion of a natural, more intimate birth



experience exists. It might be less clinical, more about us as a family."

He nods, acknowledging the point. "True, the personal attention and the home

comfort aspect are appealing. But what concerns me is the ‘what if’—what if

something goes wrong? In a hospital, you have immediate access to more medical

interventions."
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I chew on my lip, considering his worry. "That’s exactly it. The safety net of a

hospital feels reassuring. There are immediate surgical options, epidurals if needed.

But then, hospitals can feel so impersonal, and I worry about being just another

patient on a busy night."

He leans in, his concern palpable. "I get that completely. It's just the idea that I’d

never forgive myself in an emergency if we weren’t in the right place to get you both

the best care quickly."

"I know," I sigh, "And that’s why it’s so hard. There’s also the thought of how

invasive a hospital can be. Constant checks, the potential for a more medicalized birth

than might be necessary. But you’re right about the emergency aspect. It's about

balancing risk and comfort, isn’t it?"

Jake reaches across, squeezing my hand. "Exactly. It’s about what feels right for us,

for you, Mia. Safety is paramount, but so is your comfort and how you want to

experience bringing our child into the world. Maybe we meet with both a midwife

and a hospital consultant? See which approach resonates more with us?"

I nod, grateful for his support and understanding.

"That sounds like a balanced way forward. Exploring both options more thoroughly

will help us make a comfortable decision. After all, it’s about welcoming our baby in

the best possible way for our family. Honestly, I'd prefer the birth happening at the

hospital."

Our conversation continues, a gentle back and forth as we weigh the pros and cons,



our mutual respect and love guiding us through these monumental decisions.

Later that day, while having sandwiches and apple slices at the kitchen table, Jake

and I reveal some of the baby names we've been considering to Dylan and Emily.

"So, you two," I begin, trying to capture their attention between bites, "we've been

thinking about baby names and wanted to know what you think."

With their mouths still full, Dylan and Emily, who are scribbling on a piece of paper,

pause and look up. Their eyes light up when baby names are mentioned, and

suddenly, the reality of a new sibling seems to hit them anew.

"We've picked out a couple of names for if the baby is a boy and a few for if the baby

is a girl,” Jake says, his voice infused with excitement. “For a boy, we're thinking

about Ethan or Alexander. And for a girl, maybe Olivia or Sophia. What do you guys

think?"

"Ethan is cool!" Dylan exclaims, eyes wide. "He could be a superhero with that

name."

Emily tilts her head, thinking. "I like Olivia. It's pretty. But what about... Sparkle if

it's a girl or Rocket if it's a boy?" Her suggestions send us into laughter, the joyous

sound filling the kitchen.

Jake winks at me and turns to them. "Sparkle and Rocket, huh? Those are unique

choices. We'll have to consider them."

I can't help but smile at their earnestness. "We wanted you two to be a part of this

decision. It’s important that you feel connected to your new sibling."

Dylan's amusement shifted to a more thoughtful look. "But, will I have to share my



room with the baby if it's a boy? Or will Emily share if it's a girl?" he asked, a hint of

concern in his voice.

I couldn't help but laugh gently, shaking my head.

"No, sweetheart, you won't have to share your room. We plan to turn an empty room

upstairs into a nursery. That way, the baby will have their own space, and you and

Emily can keep your rooms as they are," I reassured him, smiling warmly. Jake

leaned forward, capturing the kids' attention with his engaging tone.

"That's right. The baby will get their own room. We want each of you to have your

own space and the baby to have their own. Plus, it'll be fun setting up a nursery

together. We can all help pick out colors and themes," he said, inviting them to be

part of the planning.

This immediately brought back Dylan and Emily's excitement. Their worries were

gone, and they started thinking enthusiastically about potential nursery themes.

Emily's eyes light up with excitement, and she almost bounces in her seat as she

chimes in.

"Oh! We should make it a pink nursery if it's a girl! The walls could be pink, with lots

of baby dolls all over the place! And a big dollhouse when they are big enough to

play with it!"

Her imagination takes flight, vividly painting a nursery haven for playful adventures

and nurturing dreams.

Dylan, not to be outdone, jumps in with his vision. "And if it's a boy, the room should

be blue! But not just any blue, something cool like sky blue. And wallpaper with

horses on it! Like, huge ones that look like they're running across the walls."



His enthusiasm builds as he gestures wildly, trying to encompass the vastness of his

idea.

"We could even find a bed that looks like a barn or something. It would be cool to

have a room like that, like a giant adventure every time you go to sleep."

Jake couldn't help but laugh softly at Dylan and Emily's vivid imagery and boundless

excitement. Shaking his head in amusement, he placed a calming hand on the table,

signaling a gentle pause in the lively conversation.

"You two have some amazing ideas! I love how creative you're getting with this," he

said, his laughter subsiding into a warm smile that reflected his genuine appreciation

for their enthusiasm.

"We'll keep all these fantastic themes in mind. Imagine the possibilities!" he added,

winking at me. I nodded in agreement, my eyes twinkling with shared excitement and

love.

The atmosphere at the table shifted to a lighter, softer tone as the children, imbued

with a sense of being heard and valued, slowly resumed their lunch.
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The conversation about nursery themes is lively but gradually becomes quieter. Emily

picks up her sandwich, still smiling at the thought of a dollhouse corner, while Dylan

absently stirs his drink, lost in thoughts of adventures among giant wallpaper horses.

Meanwhile, Jake and I share a look, an unspoken conversation flowing between us. It

is a look of shared dreams and aspirations, a mutual recognition of the joy of planning

for our growing family.

We smile joyfully, acknowledging our children's excitement and sharing in our

family's anticipation and imaginative spirit. Relief grips our hearts, knowing for sure

that the children are really okay about the pregnancy.

Chapter 15

~ Jake ~

The Weight of Responsibility

I am standing in the stable at the ranch, taking care of the horses and getting my

morning started.

The air is filled with the comforting and familiar scent of hay and horses, which

always helps me find peace amidst the chaos of my busy mind. As I approach the

horses, I can see their sturdy forms moving restlessly and their breaths creating a

visible rhythm of life in the cool air.

Frank Harlow, a seasoned cowboy with weathered hands, is already tending to one of



the more spirited horses. Despite his rough exterior, Frank has a unique way of

handling the horses with gentle firmness that never ceases to amaze me. I watch as he

expertly guides the horse, his movements precise, practiced, gentle, and reassuring.

He has a deep love and respect for these creatures.

I take a moment to appreciate the scene around me. The stable is a place of calm and

tranquility, a sanctuary that provides a respite from the stresses of everyday life. The

horses seem to know this, too, and they move around contentedly, their large,

expressive eyes reflecting a sense of peace and contentment.

As I continue my work, I am grateful for the opportunity to spend time in this

beautiful place and to be surrounded by such majestic creatures. Moments like these

make me appreciate life's simple joys and nature's beauty.

"Morning, Jake," he greets without turning, focusing on the horse.

"Morning, Frank," I reply, gently patting the flank of a nearby mare before grabbing a

brush. We work in companionable silence for a while, the only sounds being the

shuffle of hooves and the occasional snort or whiny.

After a moment, I clear my throat, and the words I've been holding onto suddenly feel

heavy. "Frank, you must keep this low, but Mia's pregnant."

Frank's hands pause briefly before he resumes his task, a smile creeping over his

features. "Well, I'll be. Congratulations, Jake. 'Bout time there was another little one

running around your place."

The warmth in his voice eases some of the tension I didn't realize I was holding.

"Thanks, Frank. We're over the moon, honestly. We just haven't told anyone yet, you

know?"



"Your secret's safe with me." He looks at me, his gaze sharp but not unkind. “Are you

planning on taking some time off, then? Once Mia's further along or after the baby

comes?"

The question catches me off guard, hitting me like a cold splash of water. I hadn't

even begun to think about that. Work and the ranch have been constants in my life for

so long. Realizing that I'm utterly unprepared for this aspect of fatherhood sends me a

jolt of nervous energy.

"I...I don't know, Frank. It hadn't crossed my mind until now." My laugh sounds

hollow, even to my ears. "I guess there's a lot I haven't thought about yet."

Frank nods, understanding written all over his rugged face. "It's a big change, Jake.

But you'll figure it out. You and Mia, you're good together. You'll make it work."

His assurance is a balm, but it doesn't quite quell my burgeoning nervousness. How

could I have not considered taking time off? Mia will need me with two children and

a newborn, and here I am, caught up in the day-to-day without a thought for the

future.

"I guess we will," I finally say, forcing a smile as I turn back to the horses, my mind

racing. This is just the start of a long road of planning and preparation, one I hadn't

even considered until now. But Frank's right - Mia and I'll make it work. Especially

since fate gave us a second chance to be together.

I approach the chestnut mare, running my hand along her flank before picking up the

stiff-bristled brush from the wooden bench. "She's beautiful, isn't she?" I comment,

my voice a bit steadier now, as I begin to work the brush through the mare's coat. The

rhythmic strokes seem to soothe not just the horse but me as well.

"Yeah, she is. He got a good temper, too," Frank replies, taking a spot beside me, his



attention on the young stallion tied next to the mare. He mirrors my actions, and his

strokes are confident and practiced. "You know, grooming them like this is good for

their skin and helps increase the blood flow."

I nod, my movements are more deliberate as I brush away the dirt and loose hair,

watching it drift to the ground. "Mia would love this," I muse aloud. “She's always

had a way with animals. She says they're easier to understand than people

sometimes."

Frank chuckles a deep sound that echoes slightly in the quiet stable. "Might be she's

right. Animals don't complicate things."

The conversation turns more serious as I pause, finding a stubborn knot and carefully

working it free. "Frank, how did you manage? After your first was born, juggling

work and family with Marie?"

He stops brushing, leaning against the stall door, a thoughtful look on his face.

"Wasn't easy, Jake. But the secret is you have to be present. When you're at work, be

at work. But when you're home, really be there. It doesn't matter if you're changing

diapers or just sitting with them, be all there. And make sure your significant other is

your partner in this. That makes it even easier to balance everything out."

"That makes sense," I say, the advice sinking in. I resume my grooming more slowly

now as I process his words. "I've done well raising Dylan, but that's just one child.

Now I'm having a second, something I never thought would happen."

"It's a learning curve for sure," he continues, picking up his brush again. But you find

your rhythm. And hey, you got Mia. You two will figure out what works best for you,

especially since this time around, you'll no longer be a single father."



Page 29

Source Creation Date: July 22, 2025, 5:19 am

I smile, genuinely this time, warmed by the thought of Mia and me tackling this new

adventure together. The conversation lulls as we continue brushing the horses. The

only sounds in the stable are the soft thuds of hooves and the whisper of bristles

through coats.

It’s a simple moment, but it’s grounding. And in that quiet, with Frank’s advice

lingering in the air, I see a path forward to balance the ranch, my responsibilities, and

my growing family.

I am standing outside the community hall, waiting for Mia to finish her nature craft

class, which she has enjoyed since they moved back here. As I waited, I felt restless

and couldn’t stop replaying my conversation with Frank.

His advice is meant to ease my worries but only adds more weight to them. My boots

scuff the dirt, causing dust to rise and settle in the still air.

Finally, Mia emerges, her face lit up with the joy of teaching something she loves.

She spots me, and her smile widens. I push off the wall, trying to shake off my unease

and match her happiness.

“Hey, cowboy,” she greets me, her voice as warm as the afternoon sun. Are you

waiting for someone special?”

I chuckle, drawing her in for a quick kiss. “Just for my favorite artist. I thought you

might like a walk around the ranch. There’s something on my mind.”

She nods, looping her arm through mine. “I’d love that.”



We fall into a leisurely pace, the familiar landscape of the ranch a comforting

presence around us. But my head is far from peaceful, and the stress of this morning’s

conversation with Frank makes it tight with worry.

After a silence, I clear my throat, trying to find the right words. “Mia, I’ve been

thinking. After our talk about the baby and how we will manage everything... What if

I took off work at the end of your second trimester and stayed home until the

newborn was about three months old?”

Mia’s steps falter slightly before she regains her pace, and she looks up at me with a

frown. “Jake, that’s... That’s a long time to be away from work. I know you want to

help, but I think I’ll be fine taking care of the newborn. We don’t need you to put

your life on hold for that long.”

Her words hit me harder than I expected. I’ve been wrestling with the decision,

knowing it would mean stepping away from the ranch, my life’s work, during one of

its busiest times.

However, hearing Mia’s concerns and understanding her fear of me being out of work

for too long makes me question my readiness to make such a shift.

“I just want to be there for you. And for the baby," I say quietly, watching the horizon

swallow the sun. "I missed so much of Dylan's early years. I don't want to make the

same mistake again."

Mia stops, pulling me to a halt. She looks up at me, her eyes soft but serious. "Jake, I

love that you want to be involved. I do. But we need to think practically. You being at

work doesn't mean you're not involved. We'll find a balance, I promise."

Her assurance is like a balm, easing some of the tightness in my chest. We stand there

momentarily, lost in each other's eyes, the world around us fading to a mere



backdrop.

I can't help but push the concern further, feeling a sting of frustration beneath my

worry. "Mia, think about it. Dylan and Emily will be in school when the baby arrives.

Who's going to pick them up? You can't possibly manage that while caring for a

newborn."

She crosses her arms, an edge of defiance in her voice. "I can handle it, Jake. I'll find

a way. Maybe I can ask my mom to help, or we can look into carpooling options with

other parents."

"But why add that stress on yourself?" I argue, unable to mask the exasperation in my

voice. "It just makes sense for me to be the one to take the kids to school and pick

them up. It's not like I plan to be off work forever—just a few months to help."

Mia shakes her head, frustration mirroring mine. "Jake, I don't want you sacrificing

so much time from the ranch. You love that work. I'll manage. The kids are at an age

where they're getting more independent anyway."

Her insistence ignites something in me—an unsettling mix of admiration and

irritation. "Mia, why are you acting like you're a single parent? We're in this

together." The moment the words leave my mouth, I regret their harshness, but they

hang between us, charged and heavy.

Her expression hardens, and she steps back, her hurt unmistakable. "Acting like a

single parent? Jake, I'm just trying to be realistic. I don't want you to look back and

regret missing important moments on the ranch because you were stuck doing school

runs."

I take a deep breath, trying to rein in my frustration, but the words spill out, edged

with a conviction I can't hold back.



"Mia, listen, I've spent years on that ranch, day in and day out. Missing a few months

won't hurt. And it's not just about the ranch or the kids—it's about us, our new family,

and this baby. I thought you'd want us to cherish this time together, to build

something solid from the very start."

Mia's response is quick, her voice laced with a plea that tugs at me.

"Jake, I get where you're coming from. I do. But think about taking off for so long.

It's a big change. The ranch needs you, and it's not just about now. What about the

long-term effects? You're a pillar there. They rely on you. Can't we find a middle

ground? Maybe you can reduce your hours instead of taking full leave."

Her suggestion makes sense, too much sense, but I can't shake the feeling of being

pulled in two directions. The pull of my responsibilities battles with the lure of new

beginnings with Mia, our children, and the baby on the way.

"I just... I thought this would be a good thing for all of us. I didn't expect you to push

back so much," I admit, the frustration simmering into something more akin to

disappointment.

Mia's eyes softened, and I could tell she was torn, but her following words didn't

come. Instead, we stand there, swallowed by a thick silence with unspoken words and

mixed feelings.

Finally, I break the silence, my voice flat, "We should get you back. You've got your

next class waiting." The walk back to the front of the ranch is quiet, each step heavy

with the weight of our unfinished conversation.
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As we part ways, a tension-filled silence hangs in the air, quite different from the

easy camaraderie we usually share. I can't help but wonder if I've asked for too much

too soon and pushed too hard.

While trying to be present for the new baby and our blended family, I worry that I

may have overlooked understanding Mia's fears and her view of our future together.

This feeling lingers with me and makes me concerned that I need to make sure I am

also taking Mia's feelings into account.

But on the other hand, I don't understand why she feels she has to shoulder all this as

if I'm not a part of this growing family, her partner, or that we're not a team.

Chapter 16

~ Mia ~

Lessons in Love

Sitting across from Joanie in her cozy kitchen, the warm aroma of herbal tea fills the

air. It mixes with the soft laughter of Emily and Joanie's granddaughter, Molly,

playing in the other room. The comfort of Joanie's house wraps around me like a

warm blanket.

It's a great distraction from the tension between Jake and I.

"I've noticed things have been tense between you and Jake?" Joanie's voice is gentle

and probing without being intrusive. She has always had a way of making people



open up.

Jake has still been checking on me whenever I have my classes at the ranch, but we

haven't been hugged up or shown signs of affection like we usually do.

I nod, wrapping my hands around the teacup and feeling the warmth seep into my

palms. "Yeah, it's like we're stuck in this routine. We're together, but there's this

distance. It's hard to explain."

Joanie listens, her eyes reflecting an understanding that only comes with years of life

experience. "Do you remember when I told you I got pregnant with Cody and

Clarissa at 18?" she asks before sipping her tea.

"Oh! I imagine it was a bit of a whirlwind. Bill was starting his rodeo career, right?" I

smile at being able to remember that. I always soak up when Joanie tells me her

stories while baking in the ranch kitchen.

"Yes," Joanie begins, her gaze drifting to a past only she can see. "I was 18, fresh out

of high school, and Bill was 19, his dreams of rodeo stardom just beginning. When I

found out I was pregnant with the twins, it felt like both a blessing and a cause for

concern. I didn't want Bill to feel trapped or give up on his dreams because of me."

"So, what did you do?" I find myself leaning in, drawn to her story and seeking

parallels to my situation with Jake.

"We talked a lot about it. And I mean a lot. I wanted him to continue competing, even

though he was torn, wanting to be there for me and the babies. But somehow, we

found our balance. He traveled less in the last months of my pregnancy and was home

for a while after the twins were born. It wasn't easy, but we made it work," Joanie

explains, her voice tinged with nostalgia.



I sip my tea, mulling over her words. The idea that balance is achievable even in the

most challenging of times offers a glimmer of hope. "It's just hard, you know? Jake is

doing everything he can to be there for me and us, but there's this underlying tension.

We aren't talking about the future, not like we used to. I think he's mostly upset that

I'm saying I'll be fine handling the newborn, Emily, and Dylan."

Joanie reaches across the table, her hand covering mine. "Talk to him, Mia. Talk. The

kind of conversation where everything is laid out on the table. It's not just about

navigating your present. It’s about building your future together. Especially with the

new baby on the way."

Her advice sinks in, and the weight of our current situation presses down on me. The

easy solution would be to keep moving forward daily, letting the tension simmer

under the surface. But deep down, I know that's not what I want for us. Jake and I

need to find our way back to each other, reconnect, and realign our dreams and

expectations.

Joanie's narrative unfolds a tale reminiscent of the classic struggles between personal

dreams and family responsibilities. "Bill and I, we had our fair share of arguments. It

was a difficult period. He was at the peak of his career, traveling for rodeos across the

country, and there I was, about to bring our twins into the world. I insisted he focus

on his career. 'This is your moment,' I used to say, but it only upset him."

She sighs heavily at such a painful time crossing her mind.

"He felt I didn't want him around, which wasn't true. It's just... I knew once the babies

arrived, pausing his career wouldn't be as easy," she continues, her voice soft but

filled with a strength born of those challenges. "Bill, he struggled with the notion. He

wanted to take off work and be there for the pregnancy. But at the time, I wasn't

working. He had been doing well with bringing in prize money from his rodeo wins. I

thought it was selfish to stop the only money coming in for us."



I listen, absorbing every word, seeing parallels in my life with Jake. "But how did

you manage to resolve it?" I ask, genuinely curious about the compromise that kept

their love and family intact.

"It wasn't overnight, Mia," she admits. "It required a lot of conversations, tears, and

understanding from both sides. We finally agreed that Bill would continue working

but significantly reduce his travel. He made it a point to be present for the important

moments, the scans, the check-ups, and when I needed him to be there."

She pauses, smiling faintly. "And then, in the last month, Bill stopped traveling

altogether. He was there every day, making sure I was comfortable, attending the

birthing classes with me, and preparing for the arrival of our twins. Bill didn't return

to work until they were six weeks old."

"And your family? How did they fit into all this?" I probe, intrigued by how they

navigated the complexities of work-life balance with a newborn.

"Our parents were our rock," Joanie says, a note of gratitude lacing her words. "Once

Bill returned to work, they stepped in to help me with the twins. Balancing our

careers and family life would have been impossible without their support. They

taught us that having a community and a support network is crucial, especially when

you're trying to juggle so much. That's how I eventually went to college and became a

teacher."

Her story resonates deeply, offering not just advice but a way forward. "You're right,

Joanie. Jake and I... we need to have that conversation. And maybe it's time to lean a

little more on our family and friends for support. We don't have to do this alone."

Joanie's words hang in the air, mingling with the aroma of chamomile tea, and I find

myself lost in thought. "You know, it does take a load off when you start tapping into

the support system around you," Joanie continues. "Making sure the other parent is as



involved as possible... it changes everything."

Her insight slices through my tangled emotions, revealing a truth I've been too

stubborn to see. Jake. I've been so fixated on proving I can handle this, our

pregnancy, on my own, driven by the ghost of a past that saw Emily's father walk

away when I needed him most. In my determination to never feel that vulnerable

again, I've inadvertently pushed Jake to the sidelines, not realizing that in doing so, I

was sidelining a parent who wants to be here every step of the way.
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A lump forms in my throat as the realization settles in. "I've been so hard on Jake," I

confess, the words barely a whisper. "He's been supportive, and here I am, acting as if

I must do this alone. I guess... I guess I've been afraid to rely on anyone else."

Joanie reaches across the table, her hand warm on mine. "It's hard, letting go of that

fear. But Jake isn't him, Mia. I can tell you're afraid because Emily's father wasn't

there for you when you were pregnant. He's here, present, and wants to be a part of

this. Don't push away the one person committed to sharing this journey with you."

Her simple yet profound words are a balm to my weary heart. My eyes meet hers,

gratitude welling up within me. "Thank you, Joanie. Not just for the tea but for

this—for helping me see what I've been too blind to notice. I need to talk to Jake,

really talk to him. It's time to start this journey together truly."

I leave Joanie's house with a renewed sense of purpose, the conversation replaying in

my mind. It's a dialogue that I'm eager to continue with Jake. Realizing that I've been

carrying unnecessary weight alone when I have a partner ready and willing to share

the load feels humbling and liberating.

I'll tell Jake everything after Dylan and Emily are in bed tonight. About my fears,

hopes, and desire for us to be partners in every sense. For the first time in what feels

like forever, I'm not just hopeful for the future - I'm excited to build it, together.

The night wraps around Jake’s home in a comforting silence, the children's laughter

and footsteps now quieted by sleep. I stand in Jake’s bedroom, folding the last of the

day's laundry, feeling the weight of all the thinking I’ve done all day.



Jake is brushing his teeth, and the rhythmic sound is somehow both mundane and

intimate. In these simple, shared moments, I find my courage bubbling to the surface.

The urge to confront the distance between us that I can tell is slowly growing larger.

He turns off the faucet, wiping his mouth with a small smile as he catches my eye in

the mirror. "You okay?" he asks, his voice laced with bedtime tiredness and genuine

concern.

I nod, setting the folded clothes aside, my heart thumping against my ribcage. "Jake,

we need to talk," I say, my voice steadier than I feel.

He pauses, a flicker of something crossing his face—perhaps resignation, or

apprehension? "Mia, I don't want to argue tonight," he says gently, turning to face

me, his eyes searching mine.

I close the distance between us, taking his warm, calloused hands in mine. "I don't

want to argue either," I assure him, squeezing his hands. "I... I need to apologize,

Jake."

He looks puzzled but listens, his expression softening.

"I've made you feel like you're not part of this pregnancy, our family. It is like I'm

still a single parent, and that's not fair. To you, to me, or to us," I confess, the words

trailing off into the quiet of our room.

Jake's eyes hold mine, a world of emotions passing between us in a silent language

we've come to understand. He wraps his arms around me, pulling me close, his voice

a rumbling whisper against my hair.

"Mia, all I've ever wanted is to be here for you, Emily, and our baby. For you to

understand that Dylan also likes you two being around. I know you're used to doing



everything independently, but you no longer have to. We're in this together."

Tears prick at the corners of my eyes, his acceptance and understanding washing over

me like a cleansing rain. "I know, and I'm sorry it's taken me this long to see that. I've

been so afraid of repeating the past that I've been pushing you away," I murmur into

his chest.

He lifts my chin. His gaze is intense but gentle. "We're not our past, Mia. We're our

present, and we're going to build our future together. Whatever fears you have, we'll

face them as a team."

The simplicity and conviction in his voice lift a burden I didn't fully realize I was

carrying. I nod, finally allowing myself to lean into the partnership we've been

building. "I love you, Jake. And I promise to be better at this and better at us."

He smiles the kind of smile that reaches his eyes and makes the room brighter. "I love

you too, Mia. We've got this together."

The promise of 'together' has never felt more real or attainable as we stand there,

wrapped in each other's arms, the foundation of our future solidifying with every

heartbeat.

As Jake's arms envelop me, a sanctuary of warmth and security, I find the courage to

confront the turmoil. "You know," I start, voice barely above a whisper, "I didn't fully

grasp the weight of my actions until now. It's like I've been on autopilot, convinced I

had to brace the world on my shoulders. Especially after everything with Emily's

dad... It made me feel like depending on someone else was setting myself up for

another fall."

Jake listens, his eyes reflecting a sea of patience and understanding. He nods, urging

me to continue.



"I mean, when I found out I was pregnant with Emily, it was like the ground beneath

me had crumbled. I had to rebuild my life, brick by brick, on my own. And I thought

I was doing fine, strong even. But now, having you here, showing me what true

support feels like..." My words trail off as I search for the strength to admit my

vulnerabilities.

He gently tilts my head up, ensuring I meet his gaze. "Mia, love doesn’t make you

weak, and relying on someone else doesn’t mean you’re not strong. It just means

you’re human. We’re stronger together than we could ever be apart. And I want you

to know that I’m here, not out of obligation, but because there’s nowhere else I’d

rather be."

His sincere and heartfelt words chip away at the walls I've meticulously erected

around my heart. The realization hits me like a sunrise after the darkest night - it’s not

just about accepting help, it’s about trusting enough to believe we’re better together.

"I see that now," I confess, the admission freeing yet another piece of the burden I've

shouldered alone for far too long. "And I’m sorry for pushing you away. It wasn’t fair

to you or Emily. Or to our baby." I place a hand gently over my belly, protective yet

full of newfound hope.

Jake's smile is warm and inviting, like a beacon in the night. "We all have our fears,

Mia. It’s facing them together that makes us stronger. I’m just glad we’re finally on

the same page. I love you all, and there’s nothing we can’t overcome together."

I take a deep breath, the cool evening air doing little to quell the warmth spreading

through my chest.

"Jake, I've realized something," I begin, my voice shaking with emotion. "I was

wrong. Wrong to imply you shouldn't take time off work to help out with Emily and,

soon, our baby on the way. We're going to be parents to three kids. That's... terrifying



and incredible. And I can't, no, I don't want to do it without you."

Jake's grip on my hand tightens in an affirmation of presence more than anything.

"Mia, I understand why you had to push me away to prove you could handle it all.

But you never have to prove anything to me. I know you're strong, but we're stronger

together. And," he pauses, a chuckle escaping him, "I guess I do get a bit... bossy. It's

not fair to you. I'm going to work on that; on us. Finding a balance where we both

feel heard, valued, and, most importantly, loved."
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His admission sparks a light inside me, a glimmer of a future where our partnership is

built on mutual respect and love, not societal roles or expectations.

"I love you, Jake. And it means everything to hear you say that. I guess we're both

learning, aren't we? How can we be partners and parents together, and most

importantly, how can we support each other, without losing ourselves?"

He nods, pulling me closer until our foreheads touch. "We are. And we'll keep

learning every day. I love you too. More than I can say. And I promise, from here on

out, we face everything together. The good, the bad, and every little chaotic

moment."

He then tickles my sides to make me giggle, something he used to do back when we

were younger. Helping to relieve the rest of the tension in the air.

Chapter 17

~ Jake ~

The Power of Forgiveness

Her giggles make me so happy as I continue to tickle her sides.

I still can't believe she's super ticklish there after all these years. I hope to make her

laugh like this for the rest of our lives.

I want to make her smile and be happy all the time. Sad moments can go on and on,



whether we want them to or not, but I can be in control of making sure Mia and all

the children are always happy.

The thoughts force me to pull Mia more into my arms as I stop tickling her to hold

her now. I hold her close, and I do not want to let go.

My nose inhales her scent when my face buries into her hair. The tiny hairs on my

arms stand up from the power this woman has over me.

How strongly she affects me. I thought nothing was more substantial than a cup of

black coffee or the heavy fall winds whenever I rode Luther, my favorite horse, along

the mountain trail.

But Mia has proven to be much stronger.

It's both terrifying and exhilarating at the same time.

I cup Mia's chin while staring deep into her eyes. Her eyes, those windows to her

soul, meet mine, and it’s like we’re the only two people in the world. “Mia,” I

whisper, my voice thick with emotion.

“Every day with you is a blessing I don’t take for granted.” She smiles, that heart-

stopping smile that lights up her entire face, and it’s my undoing.

I lean in, my lips finding hers in a tender, searching kiss. It’s soft at first, a gentle

exploration that speaks volumes of our love. But as always, the connection between

us ignites something more, and the kiss deepens, fueled by years of passion and an

unbreakable bond.

Our hands roam, tracing familiar paths over each other’s bodies, reigniting memories

and sparking new ones.



I pull back just enough to gaze into her eyes again, seeing the love and desire

reflected at me. “I want to spend every day making you feel loved, valued, and

cherished,” I vow, my fingers tracing the outline of her face, memorizing every detail

as if for the first time.

Mia’s breath catches, pulling me closer, her voice a whisper against my lips. “Jake,

you do. Every day, you do.”

And with those words, the world fades away until there’s nothing but the warmth of

her body pressed against mine, the taste of her kiss, and the unspoken promises we

weave together in these quiet moments.

I hold her tighter, not wanting this moment to end as I continue to taste her lips. She

is enjoying it while I undress her because I need her so much right now. And how she

responds to me with deep kisses lets me know she reciprocates.

Our pajamas fall to our feet after stripping off our clothing. I lift her into my arms and

lay her down on her back across the bed.

I return my lips to hers while slowly parting her legs to invite myself to her wet front

entrance. My moans are shaky when I slide inside of her tightness, as she encourages

me to keep going with caresses along my arms.

My fingers glide over her skin with a fiery intensity, drawing out gasps and moans of

pleasure from her. With every touch, I feel the fire within me grow stronger,

consuming me until all I can think about is her and the desperate need coursing

through my body.

Her body responds to mine with equal enthusiasm, arching and writhing beneath my

touch. Our bodies are electric, igniting each other in an inferno of desire. I trace every

inch of her skin, mapping out the curves and dips that drive me wild.



Our passion intensifies with every kiss and caress, building into an unstoppable force.

I feel her nails dig into my back, marking me as hers as we continue to lose ourselves

in each other.

Her walls clench my manhood as my thrusts bring her closer to the brink of climax.

Our movements become more frenzied, matching the rhythm of our beating hearts.

Nothing else exists now except for our tangled limbs and the unquenchable fire

between us.
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As we lock eyes, I see the raw desire reflected in Mia's gaze. She pulls me closer with

fierce determination, her lips seeking mine again in a frenzy of longing.

I let myself sink deeper into her embrace as our bodies align perfectly, moving in

perfect harmony. Each thrust is filled with purpose and pleasure, drawing out moans

and cries from both of us.

When we get close to ecstasy, the heat between us is almost too much to bear. We are

so passionate that we can't take our eyes off each other. Our bodies are rhythmically

beating together.

In that moment of pure happiness, time stops, and our souls join together in a burning

union. We lay on the sheets, out of breath and high from our intense union, enjoying

the aftereffects of our lovemaking.

I finally roll off of her as we struggle to catch our breaths with smiles plastered across

our sweaty faces.

I wear a silly grin as I lather my body with body wash during my shower. I can't

remember the last time I showered so late in the evening.

We made such a mess during our lovemaking that it required us to shower again and

then change the sheets on the bed. Something we shared a laugh over in both

amusement and intrigue. We're in our thirties but acting like two college students

falling in love on campus.

And I'm not complaining about that at all.



Even in my seventies and older, Mia will make me feel youthful. The happiness she

brings out of me is like winning at a rodeo on your prized horse in the finals of a big

competition you're about to win.

I always feel like a winner with Mia.

My only concern is wondering if we indeed have left the past in the past.

As the steam from the shower envelops me, I can't help but feel a sense of comfort,

but it doesn't quite manage to ward off the chill of my thoughts. Thoughts that have

been haunting me for days.

I have been gnawing at thoughts that are making me question the durability of the

happiness that Mia and I share. With its gnarled fingers, the past seems to always lurk

in the shadows, waiting for a moment of vulnerability to claw its way back into our

lives.

With each drop of water cascading down my spine, I try to wash away these creeping

doubts and the day's fatigue, but they persist. Mia and I work hard to build a fortress

around our love, yet the slightest memory, an innocuous comment, or a date on the

calendar can sometimes make those walls feel like they're made of sand.

I silently muse about ensuring that our love is enough, not just in the good times but

also through the stormy nights. I learned love isn't just about the dizzying highs and

profound joys. It's equally about navigating the lows and the mundane.

How do we keep the flame burning solid and steady amidst the winds of change and

the ghosts of the past?

I consider bringing these worries up with Mia, but something in me hesitates. She's

my rock, always has been, but laying this burden at her feet feels like I'm admitting to



a crack in our foundation. Yet, I know that's not how Mia sees it. To her, openness

isn't a sign of weakness but a step toward greater strength.

The thought crosses my mind as clearly as if spoken aloud. It's about trust. I trust Mia

with my fears just as I trust my dreams. Maybe, just maybe, the past only has the

power we give it, and by sharing these shadows with Mia, we can cast a more robust

light together.

With a deep breath, I turn off the water, feeling a resolution forming amidst the cloud

of steam and worry.

I towel myself dry before slipping on fresh briefs and a pajama set.

As I enter the bedroom, the warm and inviting glow of the bedside lamp washes over

me. There, tucked under the covers, is Mia, wholly lost in a book. I can't help but

pause for a moment, taking in the peacefulness of the scene before me. "What are you

reading?" I ask softly, making my way over to the bed.

Her face lights up with infectious enthusiasm, "It's a new Western romance," she

exclaims, her eyes sparkling excitedly. "It's about a cowboy who rescues a woman.

It's so gripping!" She closes the book and turns to me, momentarily forgetting the title

emblazoned on the cover.

But I can no longer ignore the weight of what I need to say. "Mia, I need to talk to

you," I finally muster, my voice trembling with the gravity of what's to come.

Sensing the seriousness of my tone, she puts the book down, giving me her undivided

attention. And without a word, I pull her into a tight embrace, holding her close.

At that moment, I find refuge in her arms, a moment of peace amidst the chaos of life.

Holding her, I feel a rush of emotions and bliss, a reminder of the strength and

comfort her presence brings me.



And with that, I finally find the courage to say what I need to say, grateful for this

moment of respite with the one I love.

I pull away just enough to catch my breath, staring deep into Mia's eyes. "We've been

through so much," I whisper, the weight of our past struggles momentarily pressing

down on us. "But we're here now, together. It's time we truly forgive ourselves... and

each other."

Mia nods, her eyes brimming with tears, reflecting the moonlight streaming through

the window. "I know, Jake. I've held onto the pain and guilt for far too long. It's eaten

away at me, at us."

I brush a tear from her cheek, feeling the sting of my regrets. "I've been there too,

babe. Blaming myself for the moments I wasn't there when you needed me the most,

for the times my fears and insecurities got the better of me."

She reaches up, her fingers gently caressing my jaw. "We've both made our share of

mistakes. But we've also built something beautiful together, something worth fighting

for. I don't want to lose that over past hurts we can't change."

I take her hand in mine, pressing it to my lips. "I don't either. We've got our whole

lives ahead of us, Mia. I want a future with nothing but love and happiness for us and

our family. It's time we leave the past where it belongs and start afresh, building a

future on understanding, forgiveness, and most importantly, on our unshakeable

love."
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Her smile then is like the dawn, breaking through the darkest night. "I love you,

Jake—more than I can ever say. And I trust you. I trust us. To make it through

anything, as long as we're together."

I lean in, capturing her lips with mine again, this kiss sealing our pledge. It's a kiss of

new beginnings, promises made and kept, a testament to the strength of our love and

the future we're about to build together, free from the shadows of our past mistakes.

Gently breaking the kiss, I whisper against her lips, "Together, Mia, we're

unstoppable. We've got this because we've got each other."

And in that moment, any lingering doubts or fears dissolve into the night, leaving

behind only the certainty of our love and the bright promise of our future together.

Chapter 18

~ Mia ~

Nesting Instincts

I stretch, feeling the warm presence of Jake beside me, and for a moment, I bask in

the peace that fills my heart.

Today isn't just any day—it's a day we've dedicated to family, to making Dylan and

Emily feel every bit the part of this new life we're building together.

I slip out of bed, tiptoeing to the kitchen, where I start brewing coffee, the rich aroma



filling the air. Jake isn't far behind, his arms wrapping around me from behind, a

gentle kiss pressed to my neck. "Good morning," he murmurs, and I lean back into

his warmth.

"Morning," I reply, turning to peck his lips. "Today's going to be special."

He nods, a soft smile playing on his lips. "Are the kids awake yet?"

"Not yet, but I'm about to go wake them up. We could start the day with pancakes?" I

suggest.

Jake's grin widens. "I think that's a fantastic idea."

Together, we cook breakfast, moving around each other in a comfortable dance.

The clatter and buzz of the kitchen seem to fade into the background as Jake and I

move together, a seamless team united in our mission to create the perfect family

breakfast.

I’m in charge of the pancake batter, my movements precise and graceful, while Jake

slices fresh fruits—strawberries, bananas, and a hint of lemon zest to sprinkle over

the top for that extra zing.

Our eyes meet now and then, and there's this spark, a silent conversation that speaks

volumes of our love. In these moments, amidst the hustle of preparing a meal, I'm

reminded of how deeply intertwined our lives have become.

Jacob catches me watching him and sends me a playful glare. "Focus, Jake, or you'll

end up chopping more than just the fruit." Her words are teasing, but the laughter in

her eyes tells me she's enjoying this as much as I am.



I can't help but steal a quick kiss, tasting his smile's sweetness, before returning to my

task, a content sigh escaping me.

The aroma of pancakes on the grill fills the air, mingling with the scent of coffee and

fresh fruit. Expertly flipping a pancake, my concentration absolute. Then I look up

and I catch Jacob off guard with a quick kiss on the cheek, leaving a floury mark in

my wake. I chuckle, vowing silently to remember this moment.

"Table's set," Jacob announces a while later, after laying out the plates and ensuring

the maple syrup and butter are within easy reach. I slide the last of the pancakes onto

a golden and inviting platter before joining Jacob at the table.

It's a spread worthy of a king, made with love and peppered with those little moments

that make our relationship unique.

I lean into Jacob, his presence a comforting weight against my side. "Look at what

we've created," I whisper, not just referring to the breakfast. I place my hand over my

flat stomach with pride at the life growing inside.

"I can't wait to see if you have any weird cravings." Jacob grins before pressing a kiss

against my head as approaching light footsteps grab my attention.

Dylan and Emily stumble into the kitchen, rubbing sleep from their eyes but

brightening at the sight of the breakfast spread.

"Dylan, Emily, today's all about us four, well five, spending time together," Jake

announces, as we gather around the table. "How does a backyard picnic sound?"

"Awesome!" Dylan exclaims, his sleepy demeanor replaced by excitement.

"Can we have sandwiches and cookies?" Emily's voice is hopeful, her eyes wide.



"Absolutely," I answer, smiling at Jake. And maybe even a treasure hunt?"
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Their cheers fill the kitchen as I watch both children enjoy their breakfast.

Dylan eagerly reaches for a pancake, rolling it up with the practiced ease of a

connoisseur before dousing it liberally in maple syrup. His eyes light up with the first

bite, syrup clinging to his lips. He hums in delight, punctuating the meal with

enthusiastic nods of approval, clearly finding a favorite in the sticky, sweet

concoction.

His plate quickly becomes a testament to his love for the pancakes, scarcely a crumb

left behind as he moves on to his next target with a gleeful abandon that only a child

can muster.

Emily, on the other hand, is more deliberate in her approach. She carefully spreads

butter on her pancake, watching it melt into a golden pool before adding a hint of

syrup. Her attention, however, soon diverts to the strawberries.

She selects one, examining it critically before taking a tentative bite. A smile breaks

over her face, and soon, she's forsaken the pancakes in favor of the fruit.

Each strawberry disappears with a contented sigh, her small hands reaching for

another even before she's finished chewing. She glances up occasionally, sharing a

look of bliss with anyone who catches her eye, her unmistakable preference for the

strawberries over anything else on her plate.

As they take bites, they exchange whispers and giggles, planning their backyard

picnic with excitement in the air.



As we prepare for a backyard picnic, blankets and cushions are spread under the

shade of a magnificent oak tree. The picnic basket has delicious sandwiches,

homemade cookies, and refreshing lemonade.

Dylan and Emily are brimming with excitement, eagerly helping with the preparation.

As we settle down, Jake opens the picnic basket and we make sandwiches together.

Emily carefully spreads peanut butter on her bread, while Dylan insists on making a

sandwich for each of us, adding oversized leaves of lettuce with contagious

enthusiasm.

The picnic unfolds into an idyllic afternoon under the benevolent watch of the oak's

sprawling branches. The sandwich selection is a feast for the senses, featuring

traditional turkey and cheese alongside more adventurous options like avocado and

tomato with a dash of basil. Each bite is a crunchy testament to Dylan's culinary

skills, with lettuce-packed creations that stand out.

The homemade cookies are a labor of love. They have classic chocolate chip and

oatmeal raisin centers, as well as daring experiments like peanut butter and jelly

centers that ooze with every bite.

They are nestled in a charming woven basket, their inviting scents wafting through

the air, mingling with the fresh smell of grass and the earthy musk of the oak.

It's a delightful afternoon filled with laughter, good food, and great company. The

ambiance is perfect, with the oak tree providing a serene backdrop and the delicious

treats adding to the excitement. It's a memorable day that we all cherish.

The blankets beneath us boast an eclectic mix of patterns, from vibrant plaids to

serene pastels. Their fabric is soft against our skin, offering a comfortable reprieve

from the uneven ground.



Cushions, plump and inviting, dot the picnic area, their softness a luxury amidst the

outdoor setting, making it all too easy to sink into their depths and gaze upwards

where the sunlight filters through the oak's leaves.

Above, a solitary robin takes up residence, its song a cheerful melody that weaves

through the laughter and chatter.

It flits from branch to branch, a flash of red against the green, adding a live

soundtrack to our gathering. Its presence feels like a nod of approval from nature

itself, a sign that this small slice of time is as perfect as it feels.

The essence of joy blooms in moments like these. I watch Dylan and Emily, their

bursts of laughter carrying lighter than the breeze.

With a sandwich in one hand, Dylan pauses to declare, "This is the best sandwich

ever!" His eyes sparkle with such genuine delight that I can't help but smile as I

watch him take another eager bite.

Emily is engrossed in her bubble wand. She dips it into the soapy liquid before

blowing gently, sending a stream of shimmering orbs into the air.

Each bubble catches a kaleidoscope of colors, mirroring our earlier conversations

about rainbows, before Dylan's tiny fingers dart out, bursting them with gleeful

precision.

Jake, our attentive host, moves around, ensuring our plates are never empty.

"Do you need more lemonade, Mia?" he asks, his voice laced with warmth. I nod,

touched by his constant thoughtfulness. He pours the lemonade with care, which

makes even this simple act seem like a gesture of love.



I lean against one of the plush cushions, taking in the scene. Dylan chases after a

particularly ambitious bubble, stretching his arms wide as if he could catch the

afternoon sun.

Emily cheers him on, her joy as evident and infectious as the daylight. And in this

moment, everything feels as if it's right where it belongs. The world's worries and the

hustle of everyday life all drift away, leaving behind this perfect bubble of happiness.

Here, with the grass beneath us, the oak overhead, and my family's laughter wrapping

around me, I find contentment in its purest form. After we eat, Jake stands up, a

twinkle in his eye. "Who's ready for a treasure hunt?"

The children are immediately brimming with enthusiasm as Jake explains the rules

and hands them each a list of things to find around the backyard. They dash off, their

laughter echoing as Jake and I lie back, watching clouds drift by.

"It feels amazing," Jake says after a moment, his hand finding mine. "Seeing them so

happy, us...all together. It's like we're a family now."

I squeeze his hand, my heart overflowing with joy. "We are a family, Jake. And soon,

there'll be one more addition."
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Jake looks over at me, his smile gentle but bursting with excitement. "I can't wait to

meet our baby. To share all this love with another little one."

The simplicity of the moment, the thrill of anticipation, feels like a promise fulfilled.

Here, in our little backyard oasis, with Dylan and Emily's laughter ringing, I realize

this is what happiness feels like.

I've always dreamed of this—a family built not just on love but on shared joys,

simple pleasures, and the promise of tomorrow.

"Found one!" Emily's triumphant voice breaks our reverie, and we turn to see her

holding up a shiny stone, the afternoon sun catching its edges.

And in this moment, everything feels perfect.

Chapter 19

~ Jake ~

The Road to Parenthood

I'm on the edge of my seat, literally. The sterile smell of the doctor's office doesn't

calm my nerves.

Mia, radiant even amid the clinical white and blues of the room, catches my eye and

gives me a reassuring smile.



She's lying on the exam table, her hand resting gently on her belly—a protective

gesture that hits me every time I see it. Our baby is over two months old, and we've

started this incredible journey together.

Dr. Simmons, Mia's obstetrician, enters the room with a smile, bringing with her an

air of calm professionalism. "How are we doing today, Mia? Jake?" she asks, her

voice ever so comforting.

"We're good! Excited!" I manage to say, my voice betraying the bundle of nerves I

am. Mia squeezes my hand, and I draw a deep breath to calm the storm of worries

raging inside me.

The ultrasound starts, and the room is filled with the sound of our baby's heartbeat—a

rapid, soothing rhythm that manages to calm and electrify me. I'm fascinated, staring

at the screen where I can see our baby - a tiny, perfect mystery.

Dr. Simmons provides a running commentary, assuring us that everything looks as it

should. However, I can't shake off my anxieties.

"Dr. Simmons," I start, my voice a bit shaky. I've been reading a lot about prenatal

nutrition. “Should Mia focus on eating more of certain foods and less of others?"

Dr. Simmons looks up from the screen, her eyes meeting mine with an understanding

look.

"That's a great question, Jake. Mia needs to have a well-balanced diet. Focusing on

fruits, vegetables, whole grains, lean protein, and dairy—or calcium-fortified

alternatives if she's lactose intolerant. Omega-3 fatty acids are also important. They're

crucial for brain development."

I nod, mentally taking notes. "And what about foods to avoid? I've heard some things



about certain cheeses and seafood…"

"Yes, you're right. Mia should avoid high-mercury fish, like sharks, swordfish, king

mackerel, and tilefish. And it's best to stay away from unpasteurized cheeses and cold

cuts unless they've been heated until steaming," Dr. Simmons explains, answering

each of my concerns with a patience that I find both admirable and reassuring.

Mia interjects with a smile, teasing. "Jake's been on quite the research spree lately."

I can't help but chuckle, the tension easing out of me slightly. "I just want to ensure

I'm doing everything I can?"

Dr. Simmons nods understandingly. "It's wonderful that you're both so involved and

caring. Remember, besides nutrition, ensuring Mia stays hydrated and gets mild to

moderate exercise will also be beneficial. If you have any questions, you can always

call the office."

I lean forward, curiousity and concern painting my features. "Regarding the tests, like

the blood draws and all that—will they alert us immediately if anything seems off?"

Dr. Simmons offers a reassuring smile. " Jake, each test we conduct during Mia's

visits has a specific purpose and helps us ensure that her health, and the baby’s, are

on track."

She begins detailing. "For instance, blood tests are a standard procedure. We're

checking for a variety of things, such as Mia's blood type, iron levels, and any

potential exposure to diseases that could affect pregnancy like rubella or chickenpox.

We're also looking at her glucose levels to screen for gestational diabetes, which is

important to catch early."

"The urine sample Mia provides at each visit," she continues, "helps us monitor for



urinary tract infections and pre-eclampsia by checking the protein levels. It's a simple

test but incredibly important for ongoing health."

"Ultrasounds," she moves on, "are probably what you're most familiar with. They

give us a real-time look at the baby, helping us monitor growth, check for

developmental milestones, and sometimes even determine the sex if you're interested.

Though not every visit might include an ultrasound, we schedule them at strategic

points throughout the pregnancy."

"Another vital test we conduct is fetal heart rate monitoring. This involves listening

to the baby's heartbeat to ensure it's strong and regular. It's a reassuring sound for

many parents-to-be."

"And of course," Dr. Simmons adds, "there are screenings for genetic conditions and

chromosomal abnormalities. These are optional and involve blood tests and

sometimes a detailed ultrasound. They help in understanding the risk of conditions

like Down syndrome."
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I listen intently, absorbing every piece of information. "It's a lot, but knowing what

each test is for helps. It makes me feel like we're doing everything possible to ensure

everything goes smoothly."

"Exactly," Dr. Simmons concludes with a nod. "And that's the goal—monitoring,

supporting, and intervening if necessary, all while keeping you informed and

involved. If there are any concerns, these tests allow us to act swiftly and effectively."

As Dr. Simmons wraps up the consultation, I stand up, feeling her warm handshake

and seeing the genuine care and professionalism in her smile.

"If you have any questions, anytime, just give us a call," she says, her voice a

comforting blend of assurance and kindness as she leads us toward the door.

Walking out of the office, the bright hallway seems to echo with the new knowledge

and responsibility Mia and I now carry.

Our steps, in sync, lead us toward the exit, a silent testament to our unity and shared

anticipation for the future. Stepping outside, the sun, high and bright, greets us with

its warmth, reminding us of the new life waiting to unfold.

As I automatically walk towards the passenger's side of the car to open it for Mia, my

mind is full of reflections from the doctor's appointment. Mia's playful yet earnest

voice breaks the silence before I can open the door.

"Can we have biscuits and sausage gravy for lunch?" she asks, her craving evident in

her voice.



I turn to her, my face smiling at her request, feeling the simplicity of the moment

lighten the weight of the morning's heavy conversations.

"Of course," I reply, the warmth in my eyes mirroring my words. Opening my door, I

settle behind the wheel, wrapped in a sense of normalcy that feels like a comforting

blanket.

We sit in a cozy booth, surrounded by the comforting buzz of the diner. The aroma of

brewed coffee and buttery pastries fills the air, creating an inviting atmosphere.

Mia's eyes gleam with joy as she devours her biscuits and sausage gravy, and I can't

help but smile at her enthusiasm. Although my smothered pork chops look tempting,

I'm more interested in enjoying the moment with Mia.

As I lift my fork towards my mouth, I pause and look at Mia with empathy, my mind

wandering to her recent doctor's visits. Moments like these make life worth living,

and I'm grateful to be spending them with Mia.

"So," I start, my tone casual yet laced with concern. "How do you feel about today's

doctor's visit? Are there any worries or questions swirling around that beautiful head

of yours?"

Mia looks up, her spoon pausing mid-air, a delicate layer of gravy on her lips. She

smiles softly, a look of contemplation washing over her face. "Honestly? I'm not as

nervous as I thought I'd be," she confesses, her voice steady and sure. "With Emily, it

was so different. I felt alone because Emily's dad wasn't there for any of the

appointments. It was just me trying to figure things out alone."

She sets her spoon down, pushing her plate away slightly, her gaze finding mine with

an intensity that sends a wave of emotion washing over me. "But this time, it's

different. Having you there every step of the way is more comforting than you could



know. I don't feel alone. Not anymore."

I reach across the table, enveloping her hand in mine, a gesture meant to anchor and

assure. "Mia, listen to me," I say, my voice firm with conviction, "I love you and our

little bean. There's nowhere else I'd rather be than by your side through every doctor's

visit, every late-night craving, and every moment in between. We're in this together."

"Mmm," she hums, breaking into my thoughts. Her gaze shifts toward the window

where the sun cascades over the rustic charms of our small town. "Speaking of not

being alone, Emily came home yesterday excitedly. She's been loving those nature

crafts classes at the ranch."

I nod, a surge of pride swelling within me. "Yeah? That's fantastic to hear."

Mia's smile broadens. "Absolutely. And guess what? She's been invited to a

sleepover. Can you believe it? Our little girl, making friends and having sleepovers."

Her voice is tinged with disbelief but underlined with pure joy.

The thought of Emily, with her bright eyes and laughter, finding her place here

warms me from the inside out. "I'm thrilled for her. She needed this, Mia. A place

where she could be a kid, you know? Away from all the city chaos and closer to the

land, animals, and genuine friendships."

"And it's all thanks to you," she says softly, squeezing my hand across the table.

"You've given her—and me—a home, a sanctuary. You've done so much, Jake."

Shifting uncomfortably at the praise, I deflect, "I've just done what any man would do

for his family." I pause, thinking about Emily's growth since arriving here and how

her eyes light up with a new story daily. "She's been looking at me...well, like a dad.

And I can't even begin to tell you how much that means. It's like I found a piece of

my heart I didn't even know was missing."



Mia's eyes are filled with joy, her emotions riding high. "And then there's Dylan," I

continue, eager to see that smile grace her lips again. Have you noticed how he

follows you around? Like you're the north star guiding him. It warms my heart that he

sees you as a mother figure."

Her laughter dances in the air, a melodic sound that fills the diner. "I have," she

admits, a blush creeping over her cheeks. "He's such a sweet boy. Having him look at

me in that light...it's more than I could've hoped for, Jake."

Leaning back, I take in the woman before me—her resilience, warmth, and

undeniable beauty that goes beyond the physical. "We're building something special

here, Mia. A family, a life, a future. It's all I've ever wanted."

As she smiles, her happiness enveloping us in a bubble away from the world, I can't

help but think this is precisely where I'm meant to be—with Mia and our unborn,

with Emily and Dylan, in this small town that's slowly becoming home. It's a

profound feeling that’s almost overwhelming, but in the best possible way.

She squeezes my hand in return, and for a moment, the diner, with its noises and

bustling energy, fades away.

Chapter 20

~ Mia ~
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A Leap of Faith

Jake takes my hand, his eyes sparkling with excitement as he leads me on a treasure

hunt hike through the lush forest that he has set up.

The sun filters through the canopy above, casting a golden glow on the path ahead.

Each step we take feels like a leap of faith into the unknown, but with Jake by my

side, I feel invincible.

"Oh my goodness, look at this!" I exclaim, barely able to contain my excitement as

Jake hands me a small, intricately designed envelope. Carefully opening it, I find a

coupon inside for two free desserts at Patty's Pies.

"Jake, this is amazing! Patty makes the best cherry pie in town. How did you manage

this?" I look up at him, my eyes sparkling with delight and anticipation for the sweet

treat that awaits us.

We continue our hike, the thrill of the hunt propelling us forward. Not long after, Jake

directs me to a hidden nook, shadowed by towering Cottonwoods, where I discover a

small, velvety pouch.

My fingers tremble with excitement as I pull out a beautiful pink headband, my name

engraved in elegant script along the side.

"This is stunning, Jake! How did you know?" I can't help but slide it into my hair,

feeling like it was made just for me. Headbands have always been my signature

accessory, and knowing he remembers makes my heart flutter.



Just when I think the day couldn't get any better, Jake leads me to the final clue.

Nestled beneath the gentle ferns, I uncover a delicate charm, perfectly designed to fit

the bracelet I wear daily — a bracelet I've adorned with charms, each symbolizing a

significant moment in my life.

"Jake, this is... it's perfect. You've made this day unforgettable." My voice is thick

with emotion, overwhelmed by his thoughtfulness and the depth of meaning behind

each gift.

I wrap my arms around him, burying my face in his chest.

"Thank you for making today so special, for celebrating our love with such creativity

and affection. These aren't just gifts, they're memories, tokens of our time together

that I'll treasure forever." We stand there, amidst the symphony of nature, enveloped

in a love so profound, it feels like nothing can break us apart.

"Actually.. the treasure hunt isn't over yet..."

He beams with this secretive glint in his eyes while leading me by the hand to the end

of the trail until we get to Emerson's Pond. It's one of the popular spots in the summer

for fishing, bbqs, and even picnics, where a huge apple tree sits on the left side of the

pond with plenty of shade with a couple more trees around.

The air is filled with the sweet scent of wildflowers, and birds serenade us from high

up in the trees. It's as if nature itself is celebrating our commitment to each other and

to our future.

At last, we reach a clearing overlooking a breathtaking vista of rolling hills and

blooming meadows. Jake turns to me, his eyes soft with emotion, and takes both of

my hands in his. In this moment, surrounded by the beauty of the wilderness and the

depth of our connection, my heart trembles. It's because I finally feel that something



big is coming that goes beyond this treasure hunt.

I watch Jake gently get down on one knee, the grass whispering beneath him. From

his pocket, he retrieves a small, velvet box. The sunlight catches on its surface,

making it shimmer with promise. He opens it to reveal a ring, breathtaking in its

simplicity and elegance, the diamond catching the light in a thousand tiny rainbows.

With a voice filled with emotion, he begins. "Mia, from the moment you walked into

my life, everything changed. You brought light, laughter, and love into my days in

ways I never imagined possible. You've shown me what it means to love

unconditionally, to give without expecting in return. I am a better man because of

you."

He pauses, his gaze locking with mine. "And Emily, that wonderful, bright child,

you've given me the honor of being a father figure to. Knowing her, loving her, and

seeing the world through her eyes has been a gift. And for Dylan, you've stepped into

our lives and filled the gap we didn't even know was missing, becoming a mother in

every way that counts. Our little family, with our unborn baby on the way, is a dream

I never dared to dream."

Tears glisten in my eyes as Jake continues, "I stand here before you, amidst the

beauty of nature, the vastness of our future spreading out before us, and I am

overwhelmed with happiness. Happiness that is born from the love we share, the

family we are building, and the life we are creating together."

He takes a deep breath, his eyes emanating love and sincerity, "Mia, I want to spend

the rest of my life with you, loving you, growing with you, facing challenges hand in

hand, and celebrating every joyous moment. You are my heart, my soulmate, my

forever love. Will you marry me?"

The world seems to hold its breath, the birds' songs hushed, and the wind stills, as I



look down at Jake, love and joy radiating from me.

Tears stream down my cheeks, a mixture of joy, love, and a profound sense of

belonging swelling within me. Clutching my heart, I kneel down to meet his gaze, his

hopeful, loving eyes locking with mine. "

“Jake." My voice trembles, not from doubt but from the sheer intensity of my

emotions. "From the moment we met, you've been my unexpected miracle, turning

ordinary days into extraordinary adventures and filling my world with laughter, love,

and warmth. You embraced not just me but Emily, offering us a safe harbor,

unwavering support, and an endless well of love."

Taking a deep, steadying breath, I continue, my voice gaining strength. "To witness

the love you have for Dylan, to see you envelop him with the same care, affection,

and commitment you've shown us, I knew, I knew deep in my heart, that you are the

one. The one I want to build a lifetime of memories with. The one I want by my side

as we forge our path forward."

Reaching out, I gently place my hand over his, feeling the familiar warmth and the

slight tremble that matches my own.

"There was a time when I thought love like this existed only in fairy tales, but with

you, I've lived it every single day. You ask if I will marry you, if I will spend the rest

of my life with you. There is nothing I want more, Jake. Yes, a million times, yes! I

will marry you. I choose you today, and I'll choose you every day after this."

I watch as his face lights up, a joy so pure and profound that it mirrors my own. We

come together, our tears mingling, our hearts beating as one. In this perfect moment,

amidst nature's grandeur, I realize this is only the beginning. A beginning filled with

promise, with dreams waiting to be realized, and a love that will continue to grow,

deepen, and sustain us through whatever may come.



Holding onto him, I whisper against his lips before we seal our promise with a kiss, "I

love you, Jake. I love us, our family. Here's to our forever."

Lying on the soft grass by the pond, Jake and I gaze up at the innumerable stars

scattered across the night sky, each one a silent witness to the new chapter beginning

in our lives.
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The air around us is filled with the tranquil sounds of the night, and the gentle glow

of the moon bathes us in its soft light. Jake's hand finds mine, intertwining our

fingers, a gesture that speaks volumes of the connection we share.

In the midst of this serene moment, Jake's voice, gentle and full of emotion, breaks

the silence. "I have another surprise for you," he says, his eyes twinkling like the stars

above us. He points to a spot a little further away where a tent is set up, nestled

among the trees by the pond.

It's a cozy, intimate setup, complete with everything needed for a romantic night

under the stars.

"I thought we could spend the night here, just the two of us, and truly soak in this

moment,” he whispers, his smile wide and inviting. I'm taken aback by the

thoughtfulness of his gesture, my heart swelling with love and gratitude.

Jake then shares something that adds another layer of joy to our already perfect

evening. "Emily and Dylan knew about the proposal," he begins, his gaze steady on

mine. "I asked for Emily's blessing before I planned anything, and she said yes. And

Dylan, he helped me pick out the engagement ring. He was okay with it, with us,

Mia. He was thrilled, actually."

The revelation leaves me speechless. The thought that Emily and Dylan were part of

this beautiful moment from the start, endorsing our union with their love and

acceptance, fills me with an indescribable sense of happiness and relief.

Knowing that our family, our children, supported us taking this step makes the



moment even more special. "I can't express how grateful I am," I said to Jake, my

voice heavy with emotion.

"The love from Emily and Dylan with being onboard for us getting married, it's

overwhelming." Jake smiled, squeezing my hand. "Our children's love, their

acceptance, it's everything to me." My heart feels like it could burst from the sheer

magnitude of what this means for us as a family.

I can't help but feel that the universe itself is aligning to bless this new journey we are

about to undertake together. With my head resting on Jake's shoulder and his arm

wrapped around me, I feel an immense sense of peace and certainty about our future.

"I love you, Jake," I whisper into the night, "And I love our family. Thank you for

this perfect night, for this perfect moment. I couldn't have dreamed of a more

beautiful beginning to our forever."

As the evening continues, my thoughts drift back to the earlier part of our night,

specifically, the scrumptious dinner we enjoyed as a part of our picnic.

"You know, that savory chicken with the herbs and spices was incredible. And the

salad was so fresh. It tasted like you picked the vegetables yourself this morning," I

tease Jake, nudging him gently with my elbow. He chuckles, his eyes twinkling in the

soft glow of the evening light.

"Well, I may not have picked the veggies, but I definitely made sure everything was

perfect for tonight."

I playfully roll my eyes, "And what about that pie? You had me convinced you were

giving me a coupon for Patty's Pies as my 'big gift.' I was all ready to pretend to be

excited about it."



Jake's laughter fills the air, a sound that warms my heart every time I hear it. "Ah,

yes, the infamous Patty's Pies coupon. I thought it'd be a fun little joke. But did you

really think I'd make you redeem a coupon for your own engagement surprise?" His

question, rhetorical and filled with mirth, draws a smile from me.

"The pie was delicious, though," I admit, still marveling at the sweetness, the flaky

crust perfectly complementing the rich, fruity filling. "It was the cherry on top of an

already unforgettable evening." I pause, realizing the pun I had unintentionally made,

which sends us both into a fit of laughter.

Jake's expression softens as he reaches for my hand again, "I'm glad you enjoyed it. I

wanted everything to be special, down to the last bite. I did secretly buy that pie from

Patty's Pies just for tonight, even if I had to sneak around a bit to keep it a surprise."

I lean in, resting my head against his shoulder once more, feeling an overwhelming

sense of gratitude. "Well, your secret pie mission was a success. Everything about

tonight has been a dream come true. From the moment with our kids to the delicious

dinner and, of course, the pie." I sigh contentedly, "You sure know how to plan a

perfect proposal picnic."

“And now I am hoping I can end the night right…” He smiles as he stands to his feet

and then offers me his hand. Jake helps me to my feet and then leads me by the hand

towards the tent. I’m curious as to what comes next as a soft yawn escapes my lips as

we enter the tent.

He zips the tent closed behind him before turning to look at me with fiery passion in

his eyes.

“It’s not time to sleep yet, my love. Matter of fact, I would love to help you sleep

soundly tonight.”



“Oh?” My eyes widen in wonder as he grips my waist and pulls me into a passionate

kiss. I finally pick up on where this is going as my heart races in excitement,

deepening the kiss as he begins to pull up my sundress to toss to the side.

My first thought when I had seen the tent was why was it so big. And now I knew…

big enough for us to be comfortable while we finished out our night.

The tent shook from the heavy night wind beginning to blow against it. But inside,

another storm raged between us, an uncontrollable force of desire that had been

building all day. Exhaustion couldn't compete with the fiery chemistry that crackled

between us.

As if drawn by a magnetic pull, we fell onto our knees facing each other, eyes locked

in a heated stare that could have melted steel. My heart pounded furiously against my

chest, desperate for release from the restraints I had kept on it for so long. Slowly, I

reached out and cupped his cheek with a trembling hand, feeling his rough stubble

prickling against my skin like a delicious burn.

His breath caught in his throat, pupils dilating with raw longing as I whispered his

name. But before I could say anything else, he silenced me with a single touch of his

thumb on my lips, silencing any words that threatened to escape. With a guttural

growl that echoed through the confined space of the tent, he attacked my mouth with

a hunger that was anything but tame.

His kiss consumed me, tore down every wall and barrier I had built up as we became

one fiery entity in the midst of the raging storm outside. His hands roamed over my

body as if rediscovering every inch of me, mapping out new territory with familiar

fingers.

I moaned into his mouth as his skilled hands worked at getting my undergarments off,

sending shivers coursing through my body as cool air met heated skin. With a primal



groan vibrating through him, he broke the kiss and trailed burning kisses down my

neck, igniting sparks along my flesh.

I lay down on my back while my hungry eyes watch him undress before me.

His eyes are unblinking while mine also refuse to blink so I don't miss a thing.

Excitement courses through my body once he lowers his naked body on top of mine. I

feel his manhood at my front entrance but he doesn't enter me just yet.
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"I love you, Mia. Always and forever," he tells me, before he finally slides inside of

me before I can respond with words. I can only respond with sounds as my moans

turn out to be the reaction he's looking for.

He slides his rough hands behind me to grip my rear so he can go deeper inside of

me. A love making where we can be as loud as we want without having to worry

about awakening children down the hall.

It's primal, passionate, and animalistic the way my nails rake his back and how he

doesn't hold back with giving me all of his power. My back moving against the hard

ground that I can feel under the fabric of the tent floor.

His hips rolling into me like waves as I can't pull away from his eyes.

The way he gazes at me, as if I am his entire universe, his purpose in life distilled into

one pivotal moment. And in that moment, I am consumed by him, my body and soul

intertwined with his.

My pleasure surges through me like a raging inferno, demanding to be unleashed

from its confined state. With each thrust of his body, my back arches off the ground

and a guttural moan escapes my lips.

"Jake!" I scream his name, lost in the ecstasy of our union. My inner walls tighten

around him like a vise, refusing to let go as we both reach the peak of pleasure

together. He cries out my name too before collapsing onto me, our bodies trembling

in ecstasy.



"I love you," I manage to whisper between gasps for air, as he kisses my forehead and

pulls the covers over us. We lay there, entwined and breathless, as he whispers sweet

nothings into my ear.

"Sleep now, my love. Get your beauty rest."

Chapter 21

~ Jake ~

Unexpected Surprises

It's been four months since the night I proposed to Mia under the canopy of stars,

with the sweet aroma of pie lingering in the air, a night that seems both like yesterday

and a lifetime ago.

Now, Mia's six months pregnant, her belly just starting to show, a gentle reminder of

the life we're about to welcome together.

Our days have found a new rhythm, an intricate dance between my home and her

apartment, weaving together the lives of our kids. Her belly grows with our future,

and our hearts grow closer with every beat.

Today, we've decided to spend our day at the ranch, giving Emily and Dylan riding

lessons.

Emily looks on with thinly veiled terror while I hoist her atop a gentle old gelding

named Buster. Her hands are knotted together, her knuckles white, but she tries to

relax at Mia's urging.

Dylan's child-like enthusiasm is infectious. He's decked out in a cowboy hat two sizes



too big, a wide grin plastered on his face, declaring for anyone who'll listen that he'll

be a cowboy when he grows up.

I watch Mia walk over to Emily, her steps careful and measured, a soothing voice

carrying in the breeze.

"It's okay, sweetheart," she murmurs, adjusting Emily's helmet. "Buster is as gentle as

a lamb. He'll take good care of you." Emily's wide eyes dart between Mia and me,

searching for reassurance in our smiles.

Turning my attention to Dylan, I kneel to his level, adjusting the oversized cowboy

hat that shields his eager eyes.

"Ready to ride like a cowboy, partner?" I ask, chuckling as he nods vigorously, his

excitement barely contained. Helping him onto Peanut, a spirited but well-trained

horse, I hold the reins, guiding him with gentle commands. Dylan's laughter fills the

air, pure and bubbling with joy, infecting us all with its melody.

I glance at Mia and Emily, now circling the pen leisurely. Emily's grip has relaxed,

and her posture has eased into the rhythm of Buster's gait. Mia walks alongside, a

protective presence, her encouragement steady and unwavering.

The initial hesitance in Emily's eyes is replaced by a spark of thrill, a glimpse of the

adventurous spirit taking hold.

I can't help but feel a sense of pride watching Emily conquer her fears. Her

transformation under Mia's patient guidance is nothing short of remarkable. Glancing

over at Mia, I catch her eye and offer a thumbs-up. "You're doing great, Emily!" I call

out, my voice full of encouragement.

Mia turns to me, her eyes sparkling with accomplishment and a hint of gratitude.



"Thanks, Jake. She's coming out of her shell," she replies, her voice tinged with the

warmth of success. Returning her focus to Emily, she adds, "See, Emily? I told you

there was nothing to worry about."

Now visibly more comfortable, Emily manages a timid smile towards Mia and me.

"It's not so scary after all," she admits, her voice still a whisper carried away by the

wind but brimming with newfound confidence.

The moment pulls at my heartstrings, reminding me why we do this. We invite fear

and watch it transform into joy before our eyes. I walk over to Dylan, who's now

attempting to coax Peanut into a trot. "Hey, cowboy," I tease, "are you gonna show us

how it's done?"

Dylan beams at me, the oversized hat slipping over his brow again. "Yeah! Watch

me, Dad! Peanut and I are the fastest here!" His declaration is bold, filled with the

innocent bravado of youth.
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I chuckle, straightening his hat. "Alright, partner. Show us what you got, but

remember - slow and steady at first." Turning to Mia, I share a knowing look, and our

shared amusement is evident.

Mia walks over, her attention divided between guiding Emily and encouraging Dylan.

"You both are doing so wonderfully. This is what it's all about, finding courage and

having fun," she says, her gaze lingering on each child with pride and motherly

affection.

Suddenly, Buster takes a few unexpected steps backward, startling Emily. Her hands

clench tighter on the reins, her knuckles turning white.

"I-I'm scared," she stammers, looking down at me with wide, fearful eyes. The wind

picks up, rustling the leaves around us as if to echo her sudden anxiety.

I quickly step closer, offering a reassuring smile. "Hey, it's okay, Emily," I say, my

tone calm and steady. "Buster can sense you're nervous, but he's a good horse. He's

just trying to get to know you."

"But what if I fall?" Her voice is barely whispery, her gaze fixed on Buster's mane.

"You're not going to fall. I've got you," I assure her. "Remember to breathe. Horses

are like us - they can feel what you're feeling. Show Buster you're brave, and he'll be

brave with you."

Emily nods, taking in a deep breath and then slowly exhaling. "Okay, I'll try," she

says, her voice still shaky but laced with a thread of resolve.



"That's my girl," I encourage. "Keep your posture straight and relax your grip a little,

just like we practiced. Buster will listen to you. You're in charge."

She adjusts in the saddle, following my instructions. "Like this?" she asks, looking

back at me for approval.

"Exactly like that," I confirm with a nod. "You and Buster are going to be just fine.

Remember, I'm here, Mia's here, and we won't let anything happen to you."

Her face softens into a smile, a mix of gratitude and reassurance warming her

expression. "Okay, I trust you," she says, and with a gentle nudge, she encourages

Jasper to move forward again, this time with a newfound sense of confidence.

Watching her, a wave of pride washes over me. "You're doing great, Emily! Just take

it one step at a time," I call out, my voice full of encouragement as she ventures a

little further. The bond between her and Buster strengthens with each cautious step.

After the success with Buster, we decided to shift gears for a bit and introduce Emily

to kite flying—a more straightforward yet equally thrilling adventure. "Alright,

Emily. Ready for something a bit different?" I ask, my hands untangling the colorful

kite we've brought along.

She glances back, curiosity replacing the remnants of her earlier apprehension. "Kite

flying?" she queries, her eyes lighting up.

"Exactly," I respond with enthusiasm. "It's all about finding the right wind and letting

the kite dance with it. It's easy once you get the hang of it, and nothing beats the

feeling of watching your kite soar high in the sky."

We find an open field and vibrant green grass under the afternoon sun. The wind is

gentle, perfect for our little adventure. I demonstrate how to hold the spool and



release the kite into the wind, explaining each step in a way that captures her budding

interest.

"Now, it's your turn," I say, handing her the spool. "Just like with Buster, it's about

trust. Trust the wind, the kite, and most importantly, yourself. Pull in or release a bit

of string if it dips or dives. You'll find the balance."

She nods, her grip on the spool tightening as she takes a deep breath, mirroring her

earlier resolve. With a slight nod from me, she runs forward, the kite trailing behind

her.

At first, it skims the grass, struggling to find its wings. But then, a gust of wind

catches the fabric, and suddenly, the kite lifts into the air, climbing higher and higher

until it's a splash of color against the blue expanse.

"I'm doing it! Jake, look!" Emily's voice is full of wonder and excitement. Her eyes

are locked on the kite as she carefully manages the spool, letting out the string when a

stronger gust comes.

I can't help but laugh, the sound mixing with the steady whoosh of the breeze.

"You're a natural, Emily! See? You can do anything you set your mind to."

Just as Emily masters the art of kite flying, I glance over to see Mia folding a piece of

paper. Her movements are precise and deliberate.

Dylan, bouncing on the balls of his feet with anticipation, watches every fold and

crease with wide-eyed wonder. I can't help but smile at his excitement - his love for

paper airplanes is well-known among us.

"Ready, Dylan?" Mia holds up the newly minted paper airplane, its sharp edges and

wings perfectly symmetrical.



Dylan nods, practically vibrating with eagerness. "Can I throw it, please?"

Mia hands him the airplane with a smile. "Of course, that's why I made it. Just

remember, it's all about your arm movement. It's like throwing a ball but gentler. Aim

it up towards the sky, not straight ahead."

I watch Dylan take a few practice swings, his tongue peeking out in concentration.

Then, with a flick of his wrist, he launches the paper airplane. It glides effortlessly,

riding the same breeze that keeps our kite afloat, and Dylan's laughter fills the air,

pure and infectious.

"Did you see that? It went so far!" His eyes are alight with joy, turning to catch Mia's

approval.

Mia nods, clearly proud. "You did great, Dylan! Want to make another one?"
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"Can we make a bigger one? Maybe it will fly even farther!" Dylan's suggestion

sparks a flurry of activity, with Mia and Dylan huddled together, planning their next

engineering feat.

Meanwhile, Emily continues to control the kite with growing confidence, her initial

apprehension replaced by exhilaration. "Jake, look at how high it is now! We could

almost touch the clouds!"

I keep one eye on our kite, soaring gracefully above us, and another on Mia and

Dylan's budding partnership in aeronautical design. "It's amazing, Emily! You're

doing an incredible job. And look at Dylan and Mia, making paper airplanes. Today's

all about flying, it seems."

The afternoon slips away as we fill the sky with our humble crafts. Each launch,

whether of a kite or paper airplane, brings shouts of joy and laughter. Days like these,

spent in simple pleasures and the company of friends, remind me of the beauty in

life's little moments.

We take turns guiding the kite for the next hour, laughing and cheering each other on.

The simplicity yet profound joy of kite flying reminds me of the beauty of small

moments and sharing fun and experiences with loved ones.

Chapter 22

~ Mia ~

The Miracle of Life



The world blurs into a haze of pain and sharp breaths, each contraction hitting me like

a wave crashing over everything I thought I could handle.

Jake's hand is my anchor, warm and steady, squeezing back just enough to remind me

I'm not alone.

"You're doing amazing, babe." Jake's calm voice starkly contrasts the storm of

sensations overwhelming me. His words are a lifeline thrown across the turbulent sea

of my pain.

Tears escape my eyes from the physical intensity and the raw, emotional realization

of what's happening. We're about to meet our baby, our little miracle, after everything

we've been through.

"Jake, I—I can't," I gasp out between contractions, feeling the edge of panic.

"Yes, you can. I know it's hard, but you're the strongest woman I know. You've got

this, and I'm here with you every step of the way," he reassures me. His voice is a

mixture of encouragement and unwavering support.

At that moment, his presence is my solace—the steadfast belief in his eyes that I can

brave this storm and the gentle way he wipes the sweat from my forehead and

brushes the hair out of my face. His strength bolsters me, reminding me of all the

challenges we've already faced together.

"Remember to breathe, babe. Just like we practiced," he coaches gently,

demonstrating deep breaths that seem impossible for me to mimic in my current state.

But I try—I really do—because it's Jake asking me to.

The room around us feels both too large and too suffocating, filled with the clinical

sounds of monitors and the distant hustle of the hospital, yet it's just us in this bubble



of anticipation, pain, and love.

Jake's voice, a constant presence, tries to soothe me. His words weave through my

concentration, trying to offer comfort.

"You're doing amazing, Mia," he keeps saying, but I can hear the undertone of

excitement mixed with a tinge of anxiety in his voice. It's as if his emotions are

dancing on a thin line between joy and nervousness, mirroring the storm of feelings

inside me.

As I ride another wave of contractions, more potent than the last, Jake's hand is a

steady pressure on mine.

I squeeze back, drawing solace from his touch, a silent communication amid chaos.

His encouragement is a beacon, guiding me through the pain and reminding me of the

strength I possess but often forget.

The room seems to contract with us, time-bending, every second infused with

anticipation and pain until, suddenly, there's a shift.

It's as if the air changes, charged with a new energy, and then it happens—the

crescendo of my efforts culminating in the most heart-stopping, beautiful sound. The

cry of our baby slices through the fog of pain, a clarion call that heralds a new

beginning.

In that moment, the pain that has been my world fades into insignificance,

overshadowed by a tidal wave of emotion. Love engulfs me, so profound and all-

consuming that it leaves no room for anything else.

Relief washes over me, cooling the fires of my labor, and joy bubbles up, bright and

effervescent, piercing the remnants of my anxiety. It's a euphoria so intense that it



dwarfs every contraction that came before.

I look up at Jake, his face awash with tears of joy and a smile so wide it looks like it

might never fade. He's whispering words of love and awe, his voice cracking with

emotion.

We lock eyes, and in his gaze, I see the reflection of all my feelings—the love, the

relief, the indescribable joy.

He’s on this journey with me every step of the way. His excitement and anxiety have

now transformed into a shared exhilaration for the life we've brought into the world.

As he leans down to kiss my forehead, murmuring endearments and praises, I know

we've crossed a threshold together. The fear and anxiety that shadowed us in the lead-

up to this moment are gone, replaced by a bond that has deepened through shared

struggle and triumph.

Our baby's arrival has marked the beginning of a new life and heralded a new chapter

for us as individuals and as a couple.
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The room around us, once a battleground of pain and effort, now feels like a

sanctuary, a sacred space where our family has grown by one. Nurses move around

us, efficient and gentle, but they seem almost like background characters in this

intimate drama of our little family.

As the tiny and perfect baby is placed in my arms, a sense of peace settles over me.

Looking at this new life, our creation, I feel an overwhelming sense of purpose and

love.

Jake's hand on my shoulder, warm and reassuring, anchors me to this moment, this

incredible point in time where everything that mattered led to this—our baby, our

family, our future.

United, we find ourselves at the edge of a great, uncharted expanse, our hearts

brimming with anticipation, poised to begin the most extraordinary journey of our

lives.

The hospital room feels smaller now, brimming with the newfound warmth of our

expanded family. Jake stands beside the bed, an unwavering pillar of strength

throughout this whirlwind of emotions.

The door gently creaks open to reveal Emily and Dylan, their faces painted with

curiosity and excitement as they tiptoe into the room.

"Mommy?" Emily's voice quivers, a mixture of awe and happiness as her eyes land

on the tiny bundle in my arms. Dylan lurks behind her, his usual bravado tempered by

the magnitude of the moment.



Jake ushers them closer with a welcoming smile. "Meet your sister, Faith," he says,

his voice imbued with pride. Emily approaches first, her eyes glistening with light

tears. "She's so beautiful," she whispers, reaching out a tentative finger to gently

brush against Faith's cheek.

Their bond sparks to life in that gentle touch, an invisible thread weaving through our

family, drawing us even closer.

Dylan, still hanging back a bit, watches with a wide-eyed wonder. "She's so tiny," he

comments, his voice tinged with a rare vulnerability. The sight of him, so cautious

and gentle, melts my heart.

I can't help but feel a wave of emotion washing over me, witnessing the love that

envelops the room. The exhaustion from the birth and the lingering effects of the

medication make everything seem more intense and more vivid.

"Would you like to hold her?" Jake's voice breaks through my reverie.

He carefully shows Emily and Dylan how to cradle Faith properly, ensuring her head

is supported. Emily goes first. The joy on her face is pure and unguarded as she holds

her sister.

I watch, my heart swelling with love and a deep, profound sense of gratitude. Dylan

takes his turn hesitantly, but once Faith is nestled safely in his arms, a smile breaks

free on his face, lighting up the room.

Emily beams down at Faith, her eyes dancing with excitement. "She has your nose,

Jake!" she exclaims, drawing a hearty laugh from Jake, who wraps an arm around my

shoulders, drawing me close.

"Yes, she does," he agrees, eyes mirroring Emily's joy. The room feels charged with a



warm, golden glow as if the happiness we're all feeling is too vast to be contained by

walls and ceilings.

"Look, she's opening her eyes!" Dylan's voice, filled with wonder and a touch of awe,

brings our attention back to the tiny figure in his arms.

Faith's eyes, a deep, clear blue that seems to take in everything and nothing all at

once, gaze back at us. It's a profound moment where time seems to stand still,

allowing us to bask in the newness of life and the bonds that tie us together.

"I think she likes me," Dylan adds, with a note of pride in his voice, his earlier

hesitation forgotten. He looks up, seeking affirmation, and finds it in our encouraging

smiles. Emily, not to be outdone, chimes in eagerly, "And she held my finger! Did

you see that? She's so strong already!"

I nod, my heart overflowing with love for these three beautiful children and the man

by my side. "Yes, she's going to be just as determined and brave as her brother and

sister," I say, thick with emotion.

The children's laughter fills the room, a melody of new adventures and shared

moments. In this slice of time, surrounded by my family, I feel a deep, unshakeable

contentment.

The challenges of the past and the worries for the future fade away, leaving only this

moment of pure joy and the unmistakable feeling of being complete.

"We'll have so much fun teaching her everything, right, Dylan?" Emily's question is

met with an enthusiastic nod from Dylan, his earlier vulnerability replaced by the

confidence of an older brother ready to take on the world—or at least baby duties.

"Yes! And I'll teach her how to kick a football," he declares, prompting a gentle



reminder from Jake that Faith might need to learn how to crawl before moving on to

sports. Our laughter, light and carefree, fills the room again with more love and joy

that Faith has already brought into our lives.

Jake captures these precious moments, his phone silently clicking away. The pictures,

I know, will be treasured for years to come, memories of the day our lives changed

forever, of the day our family grew by one.

Chapter 23

~ Jake ~

Another Obstacle

I stand in the hospital room, my heart swelled with a mixture of exhilaration and a

twinge of nervousness.

While lying gracefully in the hospital bed, Mia wears a smile that could light up the

darkest nights.
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She's watching me scurry around the room, bustling like a bee, ensuring that every

card, balloon, and assortment of gifts our friends and family brought is safely packed

away.

Our new little world, bundled in pink, lies serenely in her arms, oblivious to the flurry

of activity around her.

"Mia, have we got everything?" I ask, double-checking the contents of our bags. I

want this departure to be perfect, ensuring we leave only the memories of Faith's first

days.

Mia giggles a sound that warms the corners of my soul. "Jake, relax. You've checked

those bags three times now. I think we're more than ready," she says, her eyes

sparkling with amusement.

I can't help but chuckle, the tension easing from my muscles. "I just want to make

sure that nothing is left behind," I admit, finally sitting beside her on the bed and

taking in the sight of our daughter.

Gently, almost reverentially, I extend my arms towards Mia, who places our daughter

into them with a soft smile.

The sensation of holding her, this tiny emblem of our love and future, is

indescribable.

Her delicate features, a perfect blend of Mia and me, captivate me entirely. I lean

down, whispering so only she can hear. "It's me, your daddy again."



The world outside this moment fades insignificantly as I look into her peaceful face.

Her tiny hand, with fingers so small and perfect, curls around one of mine, grip

surprisingly strong.

"You have no idea how much love awaits you out here," I tell her, my voice thick

with emotion. In her, I see not just the baby she is now but echoes of the future—her

first steps, her first words, and the countless firsts we'll share.

Mia watches us, her expression a mix of joy and a profound love that anchors the

room. "She's going to be a daddy's girl, isn't she?" she teases, but her voice holds a

note of contentment that only makes me love her more.

"I certainly hope so," I concede, smiling back at her but unable to tear my eyes away

from Faith for long.

"But no matter what, I'll always be here for you, little one," I whisper, directing my

words toward the baby. “I'll guide you, protect you, and celebrate you through every

fall, every triumph, every tear, and every laugh."

In this quiet hospital room, with the soft murmur of machines and the distant hum of

life outside, I make unspoken promises to Faith.

I promise to teach her about kindness, courage, and the importance of chasing her

dreams, no matter how out of reach they may seem. I vow to show her the beauty in

simplicity, in quiet moments like this one, and in the loud chaos that life sometimes

throws our way.

The emotions swirling within me are a tumultuous sea of love, hope, and an

overwhelming desire to be the best father. I know there will be challenges ahead,

moments of worry, frustration, and doubt, but as I gaze into Faith's serene face, I

realize she is the beacon that will guide us through.



"I love you, Faith," I say softly, imprinting this moment into the depths of my

memory. "More than you'll ever know."

And as I hold her, with Mia beside me and the future stretching out before us like the

unwritten pages of the most beautiful story, I understand what true happiness means.

It's not just in the grand gestures of life but in the quiet, unassuming moments of

gentle love and new beginnings, just like this one.

Suddenly, the room fills with the soft knocking of our nurse, Lisa, carrying the

discharge papers in her arms. "Looks like you're all set to head home." She smiles

warmly at us.

I gently take the discharge papers from Lisa's hands, feeling excited and nervous.

"Thank you," I manage to say, my voice thick with emotion. I carefully place the

papers in the bag we've packed with Faith's new little outfits and the countless

congratulatory cards we've received over the last few days.

Rushing out of the hospital room, I can't help but glance back at Mia and Faith, a

surge of protectiveness washing over me. The hallway seems longer than I remember,

echoing with my quick steps.

Reaching my car, parked out front, I unlock the trunk and carefully place the bags

inside. Every action feels monumental, a part of this significant day that marks the

beginning of our new life as a family.

I hurry back into the hospital, barely noticing the familiar surroundings as my focus

narrows to bringing Mia and our daughter safely home. Mia looks up as I enter, a

smile spreading across her tired face.

"Ready?" Though it's more of a rhetorical question, I ask it—of course, we're ready.



We've been prepared for this moment since we first knew about Faith.

Gently, I lift Faith into her car seat, ensuring she's snug and secure, a tiny hand

wrapped around my finger for a moment. Then, I help Mia to her feet and into the

passenger seat, ensuring she's comfortable before closing the door softly behind her.

With a deep breath, I slide into the driver's seat, glance at Faith, and with a heart

whole of love and a mind full of dreams for our future, I pull off.

The quiet hum of the car seems to lull Faith into a serene state, her breaths soft and

rhythmic.

"I'm excited about you and Emily moving in with Dylan and me," I say, smiling at

Mia. "We've got everything set up for Faith, and Dylan can't wait for Emily to move

into the bedroom across the hall from him permanently."

Mia's smile fades, replaced by a look of confusion. "Jake, no offense but you’re

talking like this is a permanent decision. I thought when we discussed us moving in,

it would be temporarily. At least until the baby is six months and then we’d see where

our relationship is at that point."
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My heart skips a beat, my grip on the steering wheel tightening. "But I assumed..." I

trail off, realizing the depth of our miscommunication. "I just thought that this was a

permanent decision, especially with our relationship and us having a baby now.

Dylan and I have been preparing everything for weeks to make sure that this feels

like your home too."

Mia's tone hardens her protective instincts in full flare. "Jake, I appreciate everything

you've done, but us permanently making your home into ours I need to figure out

what's best for us, and we still need to give our relationship proper time to see if it

even works with us living together for the long haul."

The air between us grows thick, a tumultuous silence broken only by the sound of

tires rolling across the pavement. I glance back at Faith, peacefully unaware of her

parents' tension.

Turning my attention back to the road, I grapple with the magnitude of our

misunderstanding. I had envisioned us starting our new life together under one roof, a

blended family with love at its foundation.

"I just wanted what's best for all of us, especially for Faith. I thought being together,

in one place, would be it," I say, my voice laden with emotion.

Mia sighs, a long, weary exhalation that seems to carry the weight of her world. "I

understand, I really do, but you have to keep in mind that our relationship is

somewhat still new. The baby is a blessing but she wasn’t planned. It’s like we

rekindled and then I ended up pregnant. Let’s just see how it feels with us all living

together before suggesting we make it permanent.”



I can feel the heat rising in my cheeks, frustration and disbelief swirling.

"The pregnancy was nine months, Mia. I believe there’s been plenty of time spent,

especially with you and Emily at the house, where you can determine at this point if

you’re comfortable living there or not."

My voice is sharper than intended, reflecting the hurt puncturing through my initial

shock.

Mia meets my tone, unflinching.

"But have we lived together with a newborn? Let’s just see how it goes, Jake, please?

I don’t want to fight. I just think we should focus on the present and the now. You’re

already thinking towards the future when our daughter is a few days old."

My grip on the steering wheel tightens, the leather creaking under my fingers. "But I

thought a future together is what we both wanted?" I can't hide the doubt in my voice,

baffled by her resistance to what I saw as a clear path forward for us.

"Just seems to me like you’re hesitating on our future, is all."

The car's interior feels smaller, constricted by the gravity of our argument.

“A future usually means tomorrow and the time after that. Can we please just focus

on today? On the present? I believe already thinking about the future right now will

just stress both of us out" Mia responds, her voice steady but the undercurrent of

frustration is so evident.

I can't help but feel cornered and misunderstood. "What’s stressing me out is you

turning a joyous moment into a sour one. You’re picking a fight about how you’re

thinking of the stay as being temporary for now. Couldn’t we have discussed this on



another day?"

Her sigh is audible, the space between us widening despite the confinement of the

car. "It's not just that, Jake. It's the presumption, the absence of my input in our lives.

You’re making assumptions about things I consider to be big decisions."

The remainder of the journey fluctuates between tense quiet and our efforts to close

the unexpected gap with words that, paradoxically, seem to expand it even more.

With every mile we cover, the distance grows—not just the physical distance but also

the gap between what we expected and what is real.

Chapter 24

~ Mia ~

Equal Footing

Sitting in the softly lit nursery, I gaze down at Faith nestled in my arms.

Her tiny fingers curled into a fist, her serene expression on her face as she fed.

The argument with Jake in the car replays in my mind, but looking around at the

room he's prepared, a space out of a dream with gentle hues and soft, playful designs,

it's hard to hold onto my frustrations.

I can't help but wonder, amid the quiet of this moment, if I've been too obstinate. Too

caught up in the principle of the matter.

The truth is, Jake's house, with its spacious rooms and sprawling backyard, offers

Emily and Faith a lifestyle that my cramped two-bedroom apartment can't compete



with.

Once Faith's little sighs tell me she's finished, I gently burp her, savoring her warmth

against my chest. Then, with a care that comes naturally, I lay her down to change

her, and she falls asleep almost immediately, her chest rising and falling in a rhythm

that eases my racing thoughts.

As I gently place her in her crib, I can't help but pause. Watching her sleep, a feeling

of contentment washes over me.

The door opens with a soft creak, and Dylan peeks in, his movements cautious, eyes

bright with the respect and wonder of a new older brother. "Is she asleep?" he

whispers, tiptoeing closer to confirm for himself.
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I nod, placing a finger to my lips, and he mirrors the gesture with a wide smile.

"Thank you," he says, his voice barely a whisper but laden with sincerity. "For giving

me another sister. Emily's already like a sister to me, and now Faith... I just wanted to

say thanks. And... thanks for being so nice to me and my dad."

His words, simple and heartfelt, strike a chord deep within me. I open my arms for a

hug, and he rushes in. The hug of a child so pure and unguarded nearly brings tears to

my eyes. In his embrace, in this room, in this house, the earlier coldness that had

settled in my heart begins to thaw.

"Thank you, Dylan. You're an amazing big brother, you know that?" I whisper back,

my voice thick with emotions I hadn't expected to feel so powerfully.

Dylan pulls back from the hug, his youthful curiosity now fully ignited. "Can I ask

you something?" he says, his gaze shifting between me and Faith's peaceful form.

"How many times do babies sleep? It seems like Faith is always asleep."

I smile, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. "Babies sleep a lot, Dylan, up to

16 to 17 hours daily. But they only sleep for a few hours at a time. That's because

they must eat so often, even at night."

His eyes widen in amazement. "Wow, that's a lot! Does she know when it's night or

day?"

"That takes a bit of time for her to figure out," I explain, lowering myself into a chair

next to the crib. "Right now, day and night don't mean much to her. But eventually,

she'll adjust and sleep more at night. We hope."



Dylan inches closer to the crib, his fascination apparent. "And what about eating?

How often does she do that?"

"About every two to three hours," I say, watching his reaction. "Faith needs to eat

very frequently. It's a full-time job keeping her fed and happy."

He nods, thoughtfully processing this influx of information. "And when will she start

talking and walking?"

"Talking might start with babbling around six months, but real words? That might

take a year or so. Walking will happen sometime after she learns to sit and crawl,

maybe around her first birthday. Every baby is different," I add, wanting to instill in

him the beauty of individual growth.

"Do I need to be quiet all the time now? I don't want to wake her up when she finally

sleeps." His concern is genuine and touching.

I chuckle, reaching out to ruffle his hair affectionately. "You don't have to walk on

eggshells, Dylan. Normal household sounds are okay. It's good for her to get used to

a bit of noise. It'll make her a sound sleeper. Just maybe no drum solos in the living

room, okay?"

He laughs, the tension easing from his shoulders. "Okay, no drums. I got it. Can I

help with anything? Like, when she cries or needs something?"

"Absolutely. Just your being here and talking to her helps her know she's loved and

safe. You're already doing so much by being a fantastic big brother." I admire his

eagerness to be involved, his willingness to adapt to this new family dynamic

warming my heart.

"Dylan, you're going to teach her so much. And she’ll look up to you, you know. Big



brothers are heroes in the eyes of little sisters." My words strike a deep chord, and he

beams with pride.

"Really? I'll be her hero?" he asks, his voice a mix of excitement and awe at the

responsibility.

"Really," I affirm with a nod. "And you’re already mine for being brave and caring

through all these changes."

His smile could light up the darkest night as he looked back at sleeping Faith and then

at me. "I have many more questions, but we have time for that, right?"

"All the time in the world," I assure him, a promise not just for him but also for

myself as I commit to this new chapter of our lives.

He grins, steps back, and, with a final look at Faith, sneaks out as quietly as he enters,

leaving me with my thoughts. The realization begins to crystallize in the stillness of

the nursery, surrounded by the evidence of Jake's love and effort.

Despite the disagreements and my fear of losing my independence, Jake's house feels

more like home than anywhere else.

It's not just the physical space but the love and family that fills it, making it more than

just a house. Maybe, just maybe, this is where Emily, Faith, and I truly belong.

I ensure the baby monitor is on, gazing at Faith's peaceful form before leaving the

nursery.

The soft hum of the device reassures me as I head downstairs, the weight of the

evening's revelations still pressing on my shoulders. Time seems to slow. Each step is

a bridge to a conversation I know we can't postpone any longer.



The glow of the television illuminates the living room, casting shadows across Jake's

stern face. His expression, a remnant of our earlier discord, tightens something inside

me, a mixture of regret and determination. I take a deep breath, approaching him with

a hesitant yet purposeful stride.

"Jake," I start, my voice breaking the silence like a whisper against the storm. "I think

we need to talk... I'm ready to sort this out, to understand each other."

He looks up, his gaze softening at the edges as he meets my eyes.

There's a moment's hesitation before he nods, turning off the TV. "You're right, Mia.

But, uh, not here," he suggests, a cautious glance directed toward the backyard where

laughter and distant chatter float through the open window.

"Dylan and Mia, they're out there with Joanie. We should probably have this talk

upstairs. More private, you know?"
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I nod, appreciating his consideration. The walk to his bedroom feels like crossing into

new territory, our steps synchronized in a silent agreement to mend what's been

broken.

Jake closes the door gently behind us, the click of the latch marking the beginning of

something pivotal. We sit on the edge of the bed, not too close but close enough to

share the moment's weight.

"Mia," he starts, his voice steady but laced with vulnerability. "I know we've had our

missteps, our fair share of misunderstandings. And I... I want to apologize for not

listening to what you're going through earlier."

I turn to face him, the proximity bringing into focus the earnestness in his eyes. "Jake,

I understand where you're coming from.”

“This entire situation has been a whirlwind for all of us. And I'm sorry too for not

seeing things from your perspective," I confess, a thread of hope lacing my words.

"But if we're going to make this work for Emily, Dylan, and Faith, we need to be on

the same page. Truly."

He reaches for my hand, his touch grounding. "I couldn't agree more. Mia, I want you

to know, this house, this family—it's as much yours as mine."

His sincere and forthright words weave through the remaining distance between us.

"And I'm here, ready to listen, to understand what you need from me, from us, as a

team."



The warmth from Jake's touch seeps into my skin, a gentle reminder of the many

layers between us still waiting to be unwrapped.

It's moments like these, charged with raw honesty, that remind me of the man I fell in

love with—kind, considerate, and utterly devoted.

"Jake," I begin, my voice barely above a whisper, "I think... I think I jumped to

conclusions too quickly. It's just—after everything, with the baby coming and Emily

needing stability, I felt like I was losing control of my life. And when you talked

about us moving in, about your house, I panicked."

The words tumble out, a confessional stream I can't seem to stem.

He squeezes my hand, a silent pledge to understand. "Mia, I get it, I do. I can't even

imagine how overwhelming this must be for you.”

“But that's precisely why I thought—hoped—moving here would be the best option.

Not to take control but to offer support.”

“This house, it's big, yes, but it's empty without you. Without our family." His eyes

hold mine, a mirror to the sincerity shaping his words.

A small, incredulous laugh escapes me. "I've been so wrapped up in not wanting to

lose my independence that I didn't stop to consider what you were offering—support,

not control."

The realization hits me with the gentle force of understanding, clearing the fog of

stubborn pride. "I accused you of not listening, yet here I was, doing the same."

"It's a two-way street, Mia. We both missed a few signs along the way." Jake's

chuckle melds with mine, a harmonious sound that fills the room with lightness.



Slowly, I lean into him, my head finding a familiar spot on his shoulder. "Your house,

our home... it sounds pretty amazing. And thinking about Emily running through

those halls, us preparing the baby's room together—it feels right."

Jake wraps an arm around me, pulling me closer. "It's all I want, Mia. For us to build

a life together. A real family. And whatever decisions we face, we'll tackle them as a

team. Always."

"Always," I echo the word, a vow sealed in the room's quiet.

In this moment of reconciliation, the world outside fades away, leaving only the

promise of new beginnings. For the first time in what feels like forever, I allow

myself to lean into the future we're paving fully—one of unity, understanding, and

unwavering love. The path won't always be smooth, but with Jake by my side, I find

solace in the certainty that we can weather any storm together.

The huskiness of his voice breaks the silence, "And Mia, know this—whatever you

need, wherever you want to go - I'm with you. This home, my heart, it's all yours."

The tenderness in his words wraps around me, a soothing balm to the fears and

uncertainties that once clouded my vision. With a renewed sense of clarity, I

understand now that our bond's strength lies not in where we are but in the

togetherness of our journey.

"Yes," I whisper, the decision as clear as the conviction in my heart. “Let's make this

house our home—for Emily, for the baby, for us."

His hot breath sears my ear like a brand, sending electric shocks of anticipation

through my body. I press myself into him, every nerve ending crackling with desire

as we stand locked in an embrace of pure heat.



The scent of his musky cologne engulfs me, overpowering my senses and igniting a

primal need within me.

Our hearts beat in unison, a chaotic symphony of longing and desperation that drowns

out the noise of our past.

I trail my fingers along the sharp lines of his jaw, feeling the rough stubble scrape

against my skin as I pull him impossibly closer.

He holds onto me as if he'll never let go, his grip is possessive and all-consuming. In

this moment, there is only us—our bodies fused, our souls entwined in a fiery bond.

As our mouths merge in a greedy kiss, it's like being caught in a whirlwind. It starts

slow and seductive, teasing and taunting, before erupting into an all-consuming blaze

that threatens to consume us both.
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Our tongues engage in a fierce war, each trying to conquer and dominate the other as

we consume each other with an insatiable hunger.

His hands become a wildfire, leaving trails of heat wherever they touch my body until

they finally settle on my hips, holding onto them possessively and pulling me closer

in a desperate attempt for more.

A guttural moan erupts from deep within me as our bodies collide and grind together,

searching for heightened sensations and an escape from reality.

In a frantic daze, our mouths devoured each other as Jake and I fought to remove the

barriers between us.

Buttons popped, fabric tore and our clothes were tossed recklessly in every direction

as we desperately tried to reach each other's skin. Every second felt like an eternity as

our need for one another burned hotter and hotter. Finally, we collapsed onto the bed,

naked and gasping for air.

His body against mine, slick with sweat, felt like pure electricity coursing through my

veins. My legs wrapped around his waist, pulling him closer and urging him inside

me.

The tension between us was palpable as his throbbing length met my dripping core,

sending shivers down my spine. It had been far too long since I had experienced this

level of primal desire and pleasure.

My heart raced as Jake's lips met mine, his hands roaming down my body. I was



ready for him to take me, but just when I thought he would push inside, he suddenly

stopped. His eyes widened with panic, and he pulled away from me abruptly.

"Wait!" he gasped, his face contorted with guilt. "I'm sorry, Mia. We can't do this

now."

Confused and frustrated, I tried to understand. "Why?" I whined, my arousal quickly

turning to disappointment. "You said you wanted—"

He shook his head, running a hand through his hair in frustration. "No, it's not that,"

he interrupted. "It's too soon after you gave birth... I forgot." His expression was

filled with remorse. "I should have remembered... I'm so sorry."

A surge of heat floods my face as the reality of our situation sinks in. How could we

have been so lost in the moment that I forgot about the one crucial rule - no sex until

later? But before I can dwell on it, another thought forces its way into my mind.

A naughty one at that, as I lick my lips in both excitement and anticipation.

My body trembles with anticipation as I gaze hungrily at Jake's chiseled form. His

perfect muscles taunt me, daring me to resist the primal desire coursing through my

veins. But I can't hold back any longer. Dropping to my knees, I am drawn like a

magnet to his powerful presence.

Our eyes lock and I can feel the fire burning within him, mirroring my own.

Leaning in, our lips nearly touch before I pull away, a devilish smirk playing on my

lips. My hand reaches out, eagerly grasping his throbbing member.

It pulses with heat and raw power, driving me wild with need. My fingers trace every

curve and vein, savoring the smoothness of his skin like a precious gem. As my



tongue darts out, licking my lips in anticipation, I can sense his growing desperation

for release.

And with each teasing stroke, his frustration grows until he can take no more and

surrenders himself fully to me. The intense hunger and longing that has been building

between us now consumes us both as we give into our desires without hesitation or

restraint.

With a slow, deliberate movement, I lean forward and claim him with my mouth. The

taste of his salty skin mingles with the raw heat of our desire, igniting a fiery urgency

within me. My tongue dances around him, teasing and tasting as his low growl urges

me on.

Each stroke of my tongue sends shivers down my spine and intensifies his need. I

take him deeper into my mouth, feeling him throb against my lips.

It is surprisingly effortless to move up and down, my mouth fully enveloping him.

Jake's grip tightens in my hair as he pulls me closer, urging me to take more of him.

With each thrust, he hits the back of my throat without resistance, my body

completely focused on driving him wild with pleasure. My own desires fade into the

background as I surrender to the intoxicating sensation of pleasing him.

With each primal thrust, my body trembles as I feel myself becoming drenched with

lust. My insatiable desire for him grows stronger with every movement, my entire

being craving his touch. I yearn to be consumed by him, to have him fill me

completely and make me whole.

But until then, I take pleasure in giving myself over to him in this way, knowing that

it will make the eventual lovemaking that much more intense and fulfilling.



I slide his length out of my mouth so that I can whisper his name, a needy plea,

begging for release.

Jake's body convulses with pleasure, his hands gripping the sides of my head tightly

as he releases into my mouth. I eagerly swallow, my tongue swirling around his

sensitive tip to extract every last drop of his essence.

As I rise from between his legs, his eyes blaze with desire and satisfaction.

He pulls me up to him, our frantic lips meeting in a passionate kiss that leaves us both

breathless. Our bodies writhe together in a frenzied display of our insatiable hunger

for each other.

Collapsing onto the bed in a tangle of limbs, we know that this is only the beginning

of our intense journey together, fueled by an unquenchable thirst for each other's

pleasure.

I then remember that the kids are outside with Joanie as we quickly get dressed again,

fix our hair and then return downstairs like the steamy moment upstairs never

happened with mischievous glints in our eyes.
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Chapter 25

~ Jake ~

Family Forever

I stand at the back of the ranch with a bright smile at the scene unfolding in front of

my eyes.

The laughter and chatter filling the air are like music, a symphony of joy we eagerly

anticipated.

Four months ago, Mia gave birth to our daughter, Faith, and since then, our lives have

been a whirlwind of love, sleepless nights, and endless diapers—a whirlwind we

wouldn't trade for the world.

Radiant and finally recovering from a challenging pregnancy, Mia is cradling Faith in

her arms, the image of contentment.

Emily dashes around the yard, her laughter mingling with Dylan's as they play tag

amidst the hay bales. It's a sight I'd always hoped to see but feared might not come to

fruition in those early days of doubt and misunderstanding.

Today, we're celebrating Faith's arrival with a belated baby shower, an idea that

Joanie, now proudly known as the baby's godmother, couldn't be more excited about.

Her husband, Bill, stands beside her, his usual stoic demeanor softened by the festive

atmosphere and the title of godfather.



The ranch has never looked more inviting, adorned with strings of lights and vibrant

decorations that Mia and Joanie painstakingly arranged.

Tables laden with all manner of barbecue delights fill the air with mouthwatering

scents, courtesy of some of the local grilling masters who've been part of my life

since I was as young as Emily.

"Mia, have you seen Joanie? She's practically floating on cloud nine," I say, wrapping

my arm around Mia as we watch our families and friends mingle.

Mia turns to me, her smile lighting up her face. "It's because of Faith. Joanie always

wanted to be a godmother and couldn't be happier. You know, Jake, watching

everyone come together like this, it's more than I could've hoped for."

"We've been blessed, Mia. With Faith, with Emily and Dylan... with this life." My

voice is thick with emotion as I glance down at our daughter, sleeping peacefully in

her mother's arms. "This... This is what it's all about."

Mia leans into me, a soft sigh escaping her lips. "You're right. It's been a long road,

but looking around today, it's all worth it. I couldn't imagine a better scene for Faith's

welcome party."

I chuckle, the sound mingling with the tenderness of the moment.

"Remember when we first talked about having a big family? How chaotic and filled

with love our lives would be? This... This is exactly what I pictured. Our kids grow

up surrounded by family, friends, and endless love."

Mia's eyes sparkle with unshed tears, her gaze sweeping the joyful scene before us.

"It's more perfect than I dared to hope. And seeing Faith so loved and celebrated fills

my heart in ways I can't even describe."



I tighten my hold around her, drawn to the warmth of her body against mine. "It's a

testament to who you are, Mia. You've made this ranch a home, a haven not just for

our children but for everyone who steps foot in it. You're the heart of this place."

She blushes a modesty that's been her signature since we met. "We make a good

team, Jake. You, me, Emily, Dylan, and now little Faith. We're building something

special here."

"And we'll keep building," I promise, my words thick with the weight of my vow.

"For Faith, our other kids, and the generations to come. This ranch, our family, it's

our legacy."

Mia rests her head against my shoulder, a gesture of trust and affection that sends a

ripple of contentment through me. "Our legacy," she echoes, her voice laced with

pride and hope.

Around us, the party blossoms—a celebration not just for Faith but for our family's

future.

Emily and Dylan, breathless from their game, rush over to sneak a piece of cake, their

laughter infectious. Bill and Joanie, wrapped up in their new roles, share a look of

quiet happiness.

Observing the scene before me—the open skies, the rustic beauty of our home, and

the faces of those we love—I'm overwhelmed by a sense of belonging. With its

endless skies and boundless opportunities, this ranch is more than just land and

buildings.

It's the foundation of our family's legacy, where Mia, Emily, Faith, and I will build

memories that last a lifetime.



I look at Mia, her eyes meeting mine. I know that our family is meant to thrive, bound

by an unbreakable thread of love, happiness, and the sheer joy of being parents.

Today, our hearts are complete, our home is bustling, and our future is bright. As the

stars begin to twinkle in the twilight sky, I can't help but think: This is what happiness

truly feels like.

Hours later, the party winds down as evening comes.

The glow from the lanterns hanging around the outside of the ranch casts a soft, warm

light over the remaining folks, making the silverware left on the tables glint in the

fading light.
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I'm walking around inside the dining hall, gathering trash and leftover plates. My

hands move methodically as I stack them into a bin.

The scent of the grilled meats that we had earlier still lingers in the air, blending with

the fresh, earthy aroma of the ranch. It's been a full day, but the satisfaction of a

successful celebration fills me with quiet energy.

Through the open window, I glimpse Mia holding baby Faith, her laughter mingling

with the soft evening breeze.

She's talking to Joanie, who's rocking on her heels, hands clasped behind her back,

listening intently. I can't hear their words, but the warmth in their smiles speaks

volumes.

Mia catches my eye momentarily and winks, a silent communication perfected over

our time together. I smile back, my heart swelling with pride. This moment, right

here, is everything I've ever wanted.

I continue my work, but my mind wanders to the fire pit at the back of the ranch.

I picture the kids, eyes wide with excitement or fear, as they listen to the cowboys

spin tales of legendary cattle rustlers and ghost stories of old miners lost in the hills.

The thought brings a grin to my face. There's something about the way those stories

echo into the night, under the expanse of the starlit sky, that feels timeless.

Suddenly, a clatter of boots is on the wooden floor behind me. Turning, I see Emily



and Dylan, their faces alight with the thrill of the stories they've been told.

"Dad, Jake!" Emily exclaims, breathless as I light up at her calling me that. "You

should've heard the story about the haunted canyon! They say you can hear the

sounds of the miners' picks against the rocks at night!"

"Yeah, and Tommy said he's seen the ghost horse near the creek on full moon

nights!" Dylan adds, his eyes wide with a mix of fear and excitement.

I chuckle, kneeling to their level. "Well, now, we might just have to take a midnight

ride someday and see for ourselves," I tease, ruffling Dylan's hair. Emily squeals with

delight, and Dylan nods vigorously, caught up in the adventure.

"Alright, you two, how about you grab your jackets so we can get ready to go soon?

Those ghosts aren't going anywhere," I say, watching them nod their heads and run

off to search for their jackets.

Turning my attention from Emily and Dylan's excitement, I find Mia in the corner,

softly rocking back and forth in the old, creaky rocking chair that's been at the ranch

for decades.

Faith is nestled peacefully in her arms, already surrendered to the dreamscape. The

dim light accentuates the tiredness, shadowing Mia's features.

"Mia, love, how are you holding up?" I ask gently, my voice lowering to match the

tranquility of the scene before me.

She lifts her gaze, a tired smile playing on her lips, "I'm just a little sleepy, Jake. It's

been a long day, and Faith finally fell asleep." Her eyes drift towards Faith, the

embodiment of serenity in her arms.



I cross the room, feeling the day's weariness mirrored in my own bones, but

overshadowed by a warmth that the sight of my family always brings.

Leaning down, I place a tender kiss on Mia's forehead. The smell of her hair, a mix of

lavender and vanilla, ground me further now. "I'm nearly done cleaning up here. Just

a few more things to put away, and then we can head home," I whisper, my voice

tinged with a promise of rest and the comfort of our beds.

She nods, her smile widening just a bit, "That sounds perfect," Mia whispers back,

her voice laced with gratitude and love. We share a moment that threads deeper

connections into the fabric of our relationship, rich with understanding and shared

experiences.

With one last glance at Faith's peaceful face and Mia's reassuring smile, I return to

my tasks, motivated to finish quickly.

The thought of heading home together, tucking in our kids, and retelling stories of

haunted canyons and ghost horses until their eyelids grow heavy fuels me.

Epilogue

~ Mia ~

A New Chapter

I'm watching Faith take her first independent steps across the living room.

Her small hands reach out into empty space, and each step is a mix of determination

and wonder.

She's a year old now, a bundle of joy and laughter who fills our home with the kind of



happiness that radiates warmth even on the coldest days.

Her cheeks are flushed with excitement, and when she finally collapses into my arms,

her giggles fill the room, echoing off the walls and burrowing deep into my heart.

Across the room, Emily is curled up with a book, but her attention drifts to her sister's

antics. She's come a long way since starting school.
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No longer the shy, reserved girl who hid behind my skirts, she's blossomed into a

confident young lady, her newfound friends a testament to her outgoing nature.

She looks up, her eyes meeting mine, and the pride swells within me, knowing how

far she's come.

Dylan watches over Faith like a little guardian in his cowboy boots and hat. His

dreams of becoming a cowboy haven't waned. If anything, they've grown stronger.

He spends his afternoons with Jake out in the barn or riding the perimeter, absorbing

every story and every lesson like a sponge. There's a particular joy in seeing your

child's dream unfold, in watching him stride confidently towards what he loves.

Jake, my now-husband and my rock, has found a balance that suits him—working

mornings at the ranch and then home by the afternoon to spend time with us.

His decision to cut back hours was a sigh of relief, a gesture of his dedication to our

family, and it's made all the difference. The ranch continues to thrive under his care,

but now, our family is nurtured by his presence and unwavering support.

And me? I've embraced the role of a stay-at-home mom until Faith turns three. This

decision we made together has allowed me to be there for every milestone, tear, and

laugh. It's not always easy, but it's fulfilling in a way I couldn't have imagined.

The house is often chaotic, filled with the sounds of children playing, the smells of

dinner on the stove, and the endless laundry cycle, but it's our chaos, and I wouldn't

trade it for anything.



The dinner table buzzes with an energy unique to the end of a school day, plates

clinking against cutlery as we settle down.

Faith, with her boundless enthusiasm, can barely stay in her seat while Dylan's focus

is momentarily on the mountain of mashed potatoes in front of him. But Emily's

beaming face catches my attention first, her excitement palpable.

"Mom, Dad, guess what!" she practically shouts, unable to contain her excitement

any longer. Jake and I exchange a knowing look, bracing ourselves for her news. "I

got chosen to lead the science project team! We're going to study the effects of

pollutants on freshwater fish. Isn't that cool?"

Jake's eyes light up as he turns to her, his pride unmistakable. "That's amazing,

Emmy! You're going to do great. We'll have to celebrate this weekend. Maybe a

family camping trip?"

Her squeal of delight is answer enough, sending Faith into a series of excited claps.

Not to be outdone, Dylan leans forward, his voice a rush of words. "And I got to help

Mr. Jenkins with the horses today! He said I have a natural touch! Says maybe this

summer I can help out more!"

I feel proud as I witness their achievements and dreams unfold before our eyes. Jake

and I look at our silent communication, which speaks volumes.

These moments, these victories big and small, are the ones we hoped to foster by

cutting back our hours and prioritizing our family.

"That's fantastic, Dylan! You're going to be the best cowboy assistant Mr. Jenkins has

ever had," I say, reaching across the table to squeeze his hand. His grin widens, if

possible, and I'm reminded once more of the beauty in these ordinary moments.



Jake, always encouraging their pursuits, adds, "How about after dinner, we all work

together on a plan for Emily's project? And Dylan, you can show us what you've

learned about the horses."

Our children are satisfied as they smile before focusing on eating their dinner while I

reach over to grab Jake's hand. I give it a loving squeeze as we stare at each other,

both brewing happily.

Faith slaps her tiny hands on the table of her high chair, which grabs our attention as

we laugh at her messy face.

Our family saga, crafted through days like today, showcases how love transforms

ordinary moments into extraordinary memories, celebrating the beauty of life.

It also shows that sometimes, a second chance at love will lead you to a lifetime of

happiness and a forever love.


