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      If one more person asked Raine Hart if she was okay, she was going to scream.

      Thankfully, the woman who had asked this time—a random stranger sitting next to her on the bus—seemed to understand that Raine was in no mood to talk. When Raine only shot her a hard stare in response, the woman sat back, pulled her phone out, and proceeded to ignore Raine.

      Which Raine was fine with. She didn’t want company. If she had wanted company, she would have stayed at home where her parents fussed over her twenty-four hours a day.

      She heaved a sigh at the thought, staring moodily out the window. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate how worried her parents were, or didn’t understand why they worried, but she needed space to breathe. Still, she hoped they didn’t stress too much when they found that she had snuck out.

      She snorted to herself. She was twenty-nine years old, and she still needed to sneak out of the house like a guilty teenager.

      Suddenly glimpsing a familiar landmark, Raine straightened and reached out to press the stop request button. “Stop Requested” lit up at the front of the bus, and moments later, an automated voice stated her stop. Raine ignored the voice, too busy sliding out of her seat to care about an announcement she knew by heart—even if it had been seven years since she had heard it.

      Her heart thumped hard in her chest. Seven years… Raine swallowed the lump in her throat and steeled herself. If her parents got it into their heads to look for her, this would be the last place they would think she’d go. So, drawing in a deep breath, she stepped down out of the bus when it lurched to a stop.

      Stepping onto the pavement and gazing down the path she had walked so long ago, Raine thought she might be sick. Maybe this hadn’t been such a good idea. Being here reminded her of all the reasons she had left; it had all just been too much, and she would be forever grateful that her parents had up and moved with her when they realized that every step she took here was a memory of what she had lost.

      “Are you okay?” asked a kind voice to her right.

      Contrary to her earlier thought, Raine didn’t scream in frustration—if only because she thought she might vomit if she opened her mouth. Instead, she gave the worried-looking young couple standing nearby a tight smile and a nod before hurrying away.

      This is ridiculous, she chided herself. It’s been seven years. Get ahold of yourself!

      Without consciously deciding to do it, Raine ducked inside a familiar family-owned convenience store, thinking some water might help settle her stomach. She grabbed a bottle from the display cooler and made her way to the empty counter, wondering where everyone was.

      “Raine Hart? Is that you?”

      Surprised to hear her name, Raine spun around. Bustling down the aisle toward her was Martha Prince, the kindly older woman who had run this store for almost as long as Raine could remember. Her face was bright as she took in Raine, no doubt cataloging all the changes Raine had gone through in seven years.

      “Mrs. Prince?” Raine asked cautiously, unable to stop herself from smiling; she had genuinely liked the store owner. “How have you been?”

      “Oh, as well as always,” Mrs. Prince beamed. There was a critical look in her eye as she took in Raine’s too-thin frame, dyed-black hair, and sunken pallid complexion. “How have you been, dear?”

      She was likely just asking for politeness’ sake; anyone could see that Raine was not doing well at all.

      “Fine, thank you,” Raine replied. “I just wanted to get this water.”

      “Of course.” Mrs. Prince rang up the water and accepted the bills Raine handed over without waiting to hear the price. She smiled warmly at Raine as she handed back her change. “How is the little one, by the way?”

      Raine froze. Her throat felt like it had closed up, and it was hard to breathe. Her hand clenched around the water bottle. “Fine,” she choked out.

      Then she fled, not able to bear any more questions. This had been a mistake. What had she been thinking, coming back to an area where everyone knew her? Of course they’d ask about the child she had been pregnant with seven years ago; none of them knew what had happened.

      Raine didn’t stop until she reached a large park. There, out of breath, she slumped down on a bench, gazing at the pack of children shrieking and tumbling over each other on the play equipment. Maybe, if things had gone differently, her son would…

      She shook her head to dislodge the thought. There was no sense in thinking about “what ifs.” Her son had died seven years ago before she had even gotten to see him; wondering what it would have been like if he had grown up would just destroy the little progress she had made in getting over it.

      Sighing, Raine ran a hand down her face and leaned back on the bench, the unopened water bottle sitting beside her. Being at this park reminded her of the walks she used to take here, imagining the day her she would bring her child to play.

      Without warning, tears sprang to her eyes. Raine rubbed them away, a little frustrated with herself; she needed to stop this. She was moving on with her life now. It was time she faced what had happened head on. Her child—the child that had resulted from an unfortunate one-night stand, the child she had fallen in love with while she was still carrying him, the child she had begun dreaming of in the days before his birth—had been stillborn, and no amount of wishing would bring him back.

      Sighing, she trailed her eyes over the people milling about. A man entering the park with a little boy caught her attention, and she raised an eyebrow. Wasn’t that Mason Parker? She recognized him from magazines; he was their city’s resident billionaire, a ruthless business tycoon who had recently fallen off the map.

      If he had a son, it would explain why he hadn’t involved himself in any new business ventures in the last few years. She glanced at the boy as they came closer. He was a cute kid with large blue eyes and curly brown hair. As she watched, he beamed up at his dark-haired father.

      Her breath caught in her throat. The expression on his face… she had seen it before, on features she recognized. Raine stood before she even realized what she was doing, and suddenly she was in front of the father-son pair, her hands trembling. She hadn’t meant to approach them, and she faltered, as surprised as they were at her sudden appearance.

      “Can I… help you?” Mason asked, sounding confused.

      Raine backpedaled. She thought she might have stuttered something about thinking they were someone else, but she couldn’t be sure. She dashed off before he could reply, feeling his puzzled eyes on her back as she fled the park, stopping only to snatch the water bottle she had abandoned off the bench.

      There was a strange roaring in her ears. She didn’t understand. It just wasn’t possible. But… she had seen it with her own eyes.

      Mason Parker’s son was almost the spitting image of her own childhood photos.
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        * * *

      

      Mason blinked as the strange woman disappeared, feeling a little concerned; she had looked moments away from a breakdown. Or maybe she had just been embarrassed about coming up to a stranger (and an admittedly famous stranger, at that) before realizing that they weren’t who she expected them to be.

      “Daddy?” At the tug on his hand, Mason smiled down at his son. “Can I go play now?”

      “Of course, Oliver.”

      The little boy cheered and slipped his hand from Mason’s grasp before running off.

      “Be careful on the monkey bars!” Mason called after him.

      Oliver gave no indication he had heard Mason, likely not even remembering slipping off the monkey bars at school last year and spraining his wrist. Mason rolled his eyes and wandered to the closest tree so he could lean against it and watch Oliver play.

      Now alone with his thoughts, though, he felt his mood shifting downward as he again considered what he should do now. At home, the politely demanding email he had received that morning still waited for him, and he was still no closer to making a decision.

      Of course, it would have been easy to decide what happened next if Emily was still around. At the thought of his ex-wife, Mason’s lips twisted into a grimace. He still had no idea why she had left him five years ago, abandoning both him and their then two-year-old son. She had left no way for him to contact her and hadn’t attempted to touch base with them since she had disappeared.

      He had long since come to terms with it. But, at times like this, he missed her, if only because he wouldn’t find himself so split between his family and his work if she hadn’t left.

      Mason wondered what the magazines would think if they could see the “ruthless” business tycoon now. Seven years ago, it would have been an easy decision; work and parties were all he’d had, and nothing had come before his business deals.

      But then Oliver had come along, and Mason had found his entire worldview shifting. Holding that precious bundle in his arms for the first time, Mason had marveled that he had helped create this tiny life. When Emily had left, his world had shifted again, narrowing until his only focus was on Oliver; Mason would provide the world for his child if he could.

      Unfortunately, it seemed like seven years was too long to leave his associates hanging. He had gotten away with it before now because he had done most of his work from home, but now they were looking to close the biggest deal they’d had in years. If Mason didn’t accept his responsibilities and step up, he could lose everything.

      Of course, he wouldn’t mind that if it meant that he could continue to put Oliver first. Money was no longer the most important thing in his life. But if he lost his company, he wouldn’t be able to provide all those things he wanted to provide for Oliver. So, to give his son the life Mason wanted him to have, Mason would have to be away from him. It was a catch-22.

      From the top of the slide, Oliver grinned and waved wildly to attract his father’s attention. Mason smiled and waved back, ignoring the furtive looks of the other park-goers who no doubt recognized him. With another glance to make sure his father was watching, Oliver tumbled down the slide. As he reached the bottom, shrieking in delight, Mason waved to him again before sighing.

      Mason didn’t want to admit it, but he knew he needed help on this one. He would have asked his parents, but he didn’t want to burden them with their grandson seven days a week when they were retired and busy planning overseas trips.

      There was no one else he could ask, either; he had fallen out of contact with a lot of his partying friends after Emily had left (not that he would have asked any of them anyway), and all his other acquaintances came from his business ventures.

      There was only one thing to do.

      He needed a nanny.

      Mason didn’t like the idea. He didn’t want some stranger to come into his house and look after his son. But there were no other options available. He could easily afford to pay a nanny, and he could really use the help if he was going to go back to work full-time. There would be nights he wouldn’t get home in time for dinner and weekends he would have to spend at work. A nanny could take care of Oliver while he was away.

      He sighed. Yes, a nanny was his best option—regardless of what he wanted. He would have to draft an advertisement right away. Hopefully, he wouldn’t regret it.
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      If Raine’s parents had thought it odd when she had reappeared from wherever she had gone and immediately commandeered the box full of her childhood photos, neither of them had said anything. They had only watched as she sifted through them, putting some to the side, before taking a small pile to her room, but this new and bizarre behavior worried them.

      Two days later, she was still going through the photos, trying to reconcile what her eyes told her with what she knew. Raine wasn’t sure if she was going insane, but an idea had burrowed its way into her mind, and it simply would not go away.

      Because Mason Parker’s son looked far too much like her for it to be a coincidence.

      At first, she had gotten the photos out to disprove the notion. The psychologist she had seen in the aftermath of her son’s death—back when she had turned to alcohol and drugs to dull the pain—had said it was easy to start seeing things that weren’t actually there, and that she needed to think any irrational thoughts through to dispel them. So, she had come home after seeing Mason Parker’s son in the park to convince herself that she was being a fool and to find the photos to prove it.

      But the photos had only proven that there was something weird going on. Not trusting her memory, she had searched the internet until she had found a photo of Mason and his son, Oliver. Then, she had matched it with a photo of herself at around the same age.

      Part of her still felt she was being stupid. Maybe, if she showed her parents, they would tell her she was being ridiculous, that there was no resemblance. Raine didn’t even know what she hoped to discover; that there had been a huge conspiracy that had stolen her son from her?

      It wasn’t possible.

      Yet, still, two days after she saw the little boy in the park, Raine found herself staring at an advertisement. An advertisement by Mason Parker, looking for a live-in nanny for his son.

      Her hand twitched toward her phone as she eyed the contact number. It was all too tempting to call. If she did, she could get to the bottom of things and find the truth.

      Suddenly disgusted with herself, Raine slammed the laptop closed and pushed her chair away from her desk. What was she even doing?

      A soft knock on the door drew her attention, and Raine looked up. Her mother stood in the doorway; she had pasted a smile on her face, but a crease in her brow gave away her concern.

      “Are you hungry, Raine?”

      “I’m fine,” Raine said, abruptly coming to a decision as she stood and picked up her coat. “I’m just going to go for a walk.” She shrugged on the coat and grabbed a scarf.

      “Not far,” she added when her mother frowned. “I’ll only be gone for an hour. Would you like me to pick up milk on the way home?”

      Her mother’s expression cleared, relief crossing her face. Raine making plans to return with groceries meant that she was definitely coming back. Something painful twisted in Raine’s gut as she realized, yet again, the pain she had put her parents through in the early days when they weren’t often sure where Raine was or when—if—she would return.

      “And bread, please,” her mother said.

      “I’m all over it.” She paused to kiss her mother’s cheek. “I’ll be back soon.”

      Stepping out of the house, Raine paused for a moment to center herself. She didn’t know if this was the right course of action, but she needed to get these ridiculous notions out of her head before she went insane. The best place to do that was the hospital.

      The hospital was another place she had avoided for the last seven years. Even last year, when her father had broken his leg, she had avoided going there, making up for it by fussing over him when he got home. She hadn’t wanted to step foot there, not when it was the place that her baby boy had died before he had even drawn his first breath.

      Her current determination, however, kept the memories at bay. When she entered the hospital, she set her shoulders and made a beeline for the receptionist.

      “Hi, is there any chance I can speak with Dr. Joshua Monroe?”

      The receptionist glanced at Raine’s flat stomach and then blinked up at her, surprised at the request. “From Maternity?”

      “Yes,” Raine said. She faltered as a thought occurred to her. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been here… does he still work here?”

      “He does,” the receptionist assured her. “Look, why don’t you head on up to Maternity? I’ll let them know you’re on your way, Ms.…?”

      Maternity was the last place Raine wanted to go. Still, she gave the receptionist her name and even managed a smile before hurrying away. She had hoped the doctor would come to her, but she knew he was probably too busy to trek all the way to reception.

      The maternity floor had an unmanned desk, and Raine paused at it, unsure where else to go. She didn’t think it was a wise idea to barge through the ward, looking for a doctor who might be with another patient.

      Maybe this had been a stupid idea. After all, what was Dr. Monroe going to tell her? He was just going to tell her the same thing he had told her seven years ago; following her difficult labor—which had almost resulted in her own death—her son had been stillborn. Nothing seven years would change.

      Just as Raine turned to go, she heard hurried footsteps behind her. She glanced over her shoulder to see a female doctor rushing toward her, a harried look on her face.

      “Were you the one looking for Dr. Monroe? Ms. Hart, was it?” the doctor asked.

      “Yes… that’s me.”

      “I’m Dr. Sally Gates,” the doctor said, sticking her hand out for Raine to shake. “I’m afraid Dr. Monroe is currently unavailable, but can I help you with something? Are you experiencing complications with your pregnancy?”

      She thought Raine was here because she was pregnant and had questions. Raine cleared her throat as nausea roiled in the pit of her stomach.

      “I… no,” she wavered, wondering if she should go. But she needed to know. “Can we talk somewhere quieter?”

      Looking curious, Dr. Gates led Raine to an empty room and shut the door behind her. To Raine’s relief, someone had drawn the curtains around the empty bed; it was hard enough just being in the room—in this building—without the visual reminder of the bed in which she had lain to mourn her son.

      Raine cleared her throat again; she needed to do this before she lost her nerve. “I… seven years ago, I was pregnant, and my doctor was Dr. Monroe. My son… he was stillborn.”

      Dr. Gates’ face fell. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you,” Raine said, managing a smile. “The thing is… I didn’t do so well following his death. And recently”—she rubbed a hand down her face—“I saw a boy, and… he could have been my son. He looked so much like me, and I…”

      She didn’t know how to explain without sounding crazy. But she didn’t need to; Dr. Gates had a sympathetic look on her face.

      “You want to get closure,” the doctor prompted.

      “Yes,” Raine said, relieved. “I need to get in my head that my son died and that he’s never coming back. I need to see the hard proof of that. Is there any way I can see the file?”

      Dr. Gates frowned. “I don’t usually have access to those files; they’re Dr. Monroe’s. Usually, he would have to grant access to them.” Raine slumped, and the doctor sighed. “But… I understand where you’re coming from. I lost my daughter in birth several years ago.” She smiled sadly at Raine’s surprise. “Sometimes, only facing the facts will help you recover. Wait here. I’ll be right back.”

      She disappeared into the hallway before Raine could say anything more. Shocked at how well this was going, Raine perched on the edge of a nearby chair. Her heart pounded in her ears. This was it: the final confirmation of her seven years of hell and, just maybe, the final push she needed to get back on her feet. After this, no matter how many times she saw things that couldn’t be true, she would remember this moment and convince herself of the truth.

      It took nearly half an hour for Dr. Gates to return, a crisp yellow folder in her hands. Raine shot to her feet as the doctor entered; her anxiety had built in the past twenty minutes until she had almost lost her nerve and fled.

      “Are you ready?” Dr. Gates said.

      Raine drew in a deep breath. “Let’s do this.”

      Dr. Gates nodded. She opened the folder and scanned the first page. When she frowned in confusion, Raine realized something had gone wrong.

      “This can’t be right,” Dr. Gates murmured. “Someone must have filed it wrong.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Ms. Hart; someone must have misplaced your son’s information and filed another child’s information here instead.”

      Raine felt dizzy. This couldn’t be real. “What child?” she rasped.

      “Um… Oliver Parker,” Dr. Gates read, oblivious to the way Raine paled. “Mother is Emily Parker, father is Mason Parker. Dr. Monroe delivered Oliver seven years ago on August second at eleven o’clock in the morning.”

      Raine fell back into the chair. “That’s when my son was born.”

      “Which might explain the mistake,” Dr. Gates said. She closed the file and patted Raine’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Ms. Hart. It might be difficult to track down misplaced records, but I can try. I can start by looking—”

      “No, that’s all right.” Raine heard herself say the words from very far away. “I’ll be fine. Thank you for trying, Doctor.”

      Dr. Gates squinted at Raine. “You don’t look well; maybe you should go home and rest.”

      Raine heard herself agree, and then she left with a vague farewell. She barely remembered leaving the hospital and flagging down a taxi. She barely remembered the trip home or paying the driver when they arrived. It wasn’t until she walked into the house that she remembered the groceries, but her mother just laughed it off before promising to go later.

      Then, she was in her room. She didn’t even remember going up the stairs. Raine felt like she was in a daze as she stood in the middle of the room, oddly removed from the world. Nothing made sense.

      She hadn’t told Dr. Gates that the boy she had seen was Oliver Parker. But her son’s medical records had gone missing and Oliver Parker’s birth certificate had turned up instead? And Dr. Monroe had delivered both boys on the same day, around the same time?

      It was too much of a coincidence.

      A tiny part of Raine’s mind screamed at her to stop this foolishness before she got in too deep. Nothing good lay down this path. Oliver Parker was not her son, no one had stolen him from her, and there was no point in believing otherwise. She needed to move on with her life, continue her degree, and get over it.

      But she couldn’t. She needed to know the truth. And there was only one way she could figure out the truth now.

      Slowly, she opened her laptop. The advertisement waited for her on the screen.

      Wanted

      A live-in nanny for one seven-year-old. Duties to be discussed at the interview. Applicants with prior experience preferred.

      Please contact Mason Parker at 709-7643

      Raine smiled grimly and picked up her phone. She had stopped working following her son’s death, but maybe it was time to look at getting a job.
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      A week after he placed the advertisement, Mason sat alone at a table in a small café, ready to bang his head against the nearest wall in frustration. Over the past few days, he had interviewed three potential nannies, and not one of them had been right for the job.

      Mason had given the first one, a nineteen-year-old whose only claim to experience was looking after her three younger siblings, the benefit of the doubt when he had called her in for an interview, but the longer she had spoken of rough-housing with her three brothers and of locking them in the cupboard when they got too annoying, the more he had realized she wouldn’t be a good fit.

      He’d had high hopes for the second applicant, an older man who had taught at a boarding school for many years and had since retired. When he had used the term “military school,” however, Mason had crossed his name off the list.

      The less said about the third applicant—who had never worked with children and had seemed horrified that she might occasionally have to cook a meal—the better.

      Maybe he was just being picky, but this was his son, and, if he had to hire a nanny, he would hire only the best.

      Mason was starting to wonder if he would find even one decent applicant. He still had six more applicants to interview, and an entire inbox of potential interviewees at home; he should have known better than to attach his well-known name to the advertisement. Half these people probably only applied because he was famous.

      With a critical eye, he looked over the resume of the woman he was interviewing today. Her name was Raine Hart, and she lived on the other side of the city. When she had called him, she had seemed well spoken, and she had been more than happy to forward him her resume. She was studying childcare management and had worked as a babysitter in the past, both of which were points in her favor.

      However, Mason had noticed one odd thing about her resume. She had listed no work experience for the past several years. She had spent the past three years working toward her degree, but he couldn’t determine from her resume any reason she hadn’t worked in the four years before that.

      The door of the café opened, and Mason looked up hopefully, just as he had done the last four times. Raine Hart still had another five minutes until their agreed time, but he wanted to get this over and done with.

      The woman who entered this time was small and thin, dressed in a crisp blouse and a business skirt. She wore her dark hair cropped close to her chin, perfectly straight other than a stubborn curl that stuck out at the side.

      Mason sat up straighter when her eyes fell on him; this must be Raine Hart. As she got closer, however, he realized that he recognized her. His eyes widened.

      “We met you in the park,” he blurted as she approached.

      She paused, surprised. Maybe she hadn’t expected him to remember. Then, she smiled, smoothed down a wrinkle in her blouse as she shifted her bag to her other arm, and held out her hand.

      “Oh, yes, I remember. I was in a bit of a hurry that day,” she said. “My name is Raine Hart. It’s good to meet you.”

      Mason coughed, embarrassed by his rudeness, and stood to shake her hand. “Mason Parker. Thank you for coming to meet with me.”

      He gestured for her to take the seat across from him. She smiled and sat. Her calm, professional demeanor was already winning her a lot of points in Mason’s book.

      He settled back into his seat. “May I ask why you were in the park?”

      “I used to live in the area. When I saw you and your son, you looked like people I used to know. I’m sorry to have rushed at the two of you like that.”

      “It was no problem,” he assured her. “We were just a little confused.”

      On the notepad in front of him, he wrote, Familiar with the area. That was a plus; she wouldn’t get lost if she ever left the house with Oliver.

      “I noticed that you’re studying childcare management,” he asked. “Will that interfere at all with your commitment to this position?”

      “Not at all; I’m studying online,” Raine replied. “Although I will need some flexibility when it’s time for my midterm and final exams, it won’t interfere in any other way. I’m also almost at the end of my degree program so that will only apply for another six months.”

      That she was thinking months in advance meant that she didn’t consider this job a casual, handful-of-weeks affair.  Mason made another note. She was already a better candidate than any of the three he had previously interviewed.

      “You said you have babysitting experience?” he said, glancing once more at her resume.

      “It was some time ago,” she laughed. “I did a lot of babysitting for my mother’s friends when I was younger. Then, somehow, that turned into a small business.”

      “Why did you stop?” he asked before he could stop himself. He cleared his throat. “You don’t have to answer that if you don’t want to.”

      “It’s fine. I understand that you want to know more about the person potentially looking after your son,” Raine said, shaking her head. “I went through a tough period of my life around seven years ago, and it’s taken me a long time to sort through it all. Getting my degree is only the start, and I’ve spent most of the past few years thinking about where I want my life to go. Seven years looks like an awfully long time to be out of work, I know, but I needed to get my head in order before I could be around children again.”

      Mason nodded. Far from putting him off, her story impressed him. Not only had she not tried to hide that she had been out of work for so long or make excuses for it, but her explanation had also been clear and succinct without giving away too many personal details.

      “So, what drew you to this position?” he asked, straightening; this would be the real test.

      “I love working with children, Mr. Parker,” Raine said, looking him straight in the eye. “Working toward my childcare management degree has helped me rediscover my love of this field, and I’m ready to return to the workforce. I have a lot of experience with babysitting, and, while I understand that being a nanny will be different, I also know much of that experience looking after multiple children will help me in caring for a single child.”

      She had obviously thought through her answer beforehand, and he could hear the truth behind her words. Mason nodded and looked down at his notes. He liked Raine Hart; she was a better fit for what he wanted than anyone had been so far.

      Raine interrupted his train of thought. “May I ask something?”

      “Go ahead,” he said.

      “Why are you looking for a nanny? I know it isn’t my business, but I can do the math. You disappeared from the papers several years ago; that must have been because of your son. But why not hire a nanny before now?”

      Mason couldn’t help but laugh. None of the other applicants had dared ask.

      “I am concerned only with Oliver and his future,” he explained. “One day, he will inherit everything I own, which means I need to make sure that there is something there for him to inherit. Unfortunately, I can no longer neglect my companies if I want them to remain my companies. They want me back full-time now that Oliver’s in school.” He looked at Raine seriously. “My son is my entire world, and I only want the best for him.”

      Her eyes were wide as though she hadn’t expected that answer. Was there a part of her that had believed the papers that labeled him as vicious, ruthless, and unbending?

      Mason couldn’t blame her if she had. He had been like that; he would have seemed like a different person if she had met him several years ago.

      Speaking so bluntly, however, seemed to have cleared the awkwardness between them. Mason ordered two hot chocolates as he continued to question her about her degree and her understanding of working with children. Many of her answers came from experience, and it didn’t take him long to realize that she had a real passion for working with children, that she genuinely loved working with them.

      The more they spoke, the more Raine revealed her intelligence and friendliness. As she relaxed, she smiled more. Even if they were only small smiles, they cleared her entire face as though the sun was coming out from behind the clouds.

      Mason wanted to hire her on the spot if he was honest with himself. But he knew that wouldn’t be fair to the others who had replied to his advertisement. He had already offered six others interviews, and he had to follow through with those.

      Still, he liked Raine. She might not be the most qualified of all the people that had applied, but she had lots of experience, and she loved children. She was exactly what he was looking for.

      “Thank you for meeting with me,” he said nearly an hour later as he stood and extended his hand, wishing he could ask her to stay longer but knowing it was time to finish up. “I’ve gotten everything I need for now. I have a few more interviews, but I should be able to get back to you by the end of next week.”

      She stood and shook his hand. “I’ll look forward to hearing from you. Thank you for the interview.”

      Then she was gone, her back straight and her head held high. She knew the interview had gone well, and that it would take a near perfect applicant to win this job over her.

      Mason looked back over his notes. It was so tempting to just call her now. He wondered if Oliver would like her.

      He grimaced at the thought. Based on Oliver’s reaction when Mason had told him he’d be hiring a nanny, he wasn’t going to like anyone. Still, Mason had to try, and he hoped that someone like Raine could handle a precocious child intent on despising anyone that cut into his time with his father.

      One step at a time, Mason reminded himself. He needed to get through the rest of the interviews first.

      He tucked Raine’s resume and notes away in his folder. There was a part of him, the rational part, that thought it might not be such a good idea to even consider her. She was friendly and professional and qualified… but she was also very attractive, in both looks and personality. Hiring a nanny he might develop feelings for wasn’t going to work.

      Well, he’d deal with that if it came to it. For now, he was just going to finish his hot chocolate and contemplate his next interview.
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        * * *

      

      One week later, Mason picked up the phone and dialed Raine Hart’s number. He knew the risks, but he found he didn’t care; she was the only one he would consider hiring to look after his son after the parade of awful interviews that he had suffered through.

      “Hello?” came Raine’s voice on the other end of the line.

      “Raine Hart?” Mason said, clearing his throat. “It’s Mason Parker. I’m calling regarding our interview last week. I’d like to offer you the job.”

      This could go downhill very quickly, but he was out of options, and, for his son, Mason would risk anything.
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      It’s all just a coincidence.

      The paperwork was just filed wrong.

      The whole idea is ridiculous.

      As Raine packed her bags, she repeated these thoughts to herself like a mantra.

      Somehow, despite the confused thoughts spinning in her mind when she had met the charming Mason Parker for the first time, she had come across as sane and professional enough for him to hire her as his son’s nanny.

      She repeated the thoughts to herself again; if she didn’t get a handle on this obsession, she half thought she’d kick down the front door of Mason Parker’s house and demand he give back her son. She couldn’t ruin her only chance to find the truth by acting stupidly.

      “Raine, are you packed?” her mother asked from the doorway.

      Her parents both hovered there, watching her uneasily, and Raine could almost read their disapproval of her new job on their faces. They had argued about it last night when she had informed them she was moving out to work as a nanny, and they had all gone to bed without resolving anything.

      Now, as she was about to leave, she hoped that they could see she was serious about this. She hadn’t told them her suspicions, afraid that they would go to any length to stop her if they thought she was going crazy, but the fact that she was moving out without warning was still a huge concern for them.

      Raine understood. They had looked after her these last seven years, caring for her at the lowest point of her life. She knew they worried about what would happen to her out there on her own. Maybe they even worried that she would slide back into bad habits.

      Raine couldn’t blame them if they did think that. She had tumbled backward more than once over the course of her recovery.

      “I’m packed,” Raine assured them, closing her suitcase and hefting her bulging backpack over her shoulder.

      “Are you sure this is the right decision?” her mother tried again.

      Probably not, Raine thought, her mind flitting to the reason she had taken this job. “I know these last few years have been hard,” she said instead. “But I think I’m ready to get out there on my own two feet. Please support me in this.”

      “We do,” her father said. “But I’m sure you understand why we’re worried.”

      “I won’t promise I’ll be fine,” Raine admitted. “But I’ve learned a lot, and I’m much stronger now. This might be the push I need.”

      With that, she knew she had them. All they wanted was to see her functioning again. They had been over the moon when she started working on her degree, and this was another step in her recovery.

      “Just be careful?” her mother said with a sigh.

      Raine nodded. “And I’ll call to check in as often as I can.”

      She kissed each of her parents on the cheek. She loved them both, and she would be forever grateful for all their support. But Raine was on a mission, and she would find the answers she needed to get closure.

      “We called a taxi,” her father said, pulling her into a hug. “Be safe, Raine.”

      “Call us when you’re settled,” her mother chimed in.

      In the few minutes it took a taxi to arrive, they extracted several more promises to contact them every two days and to let them know if anything happened. Raine was almost glad to disappear into the taxi when it pulled up in front of the house; she loved them to bits, but their concern was smothering her.

      Despite this, an odd feeling of loss rose within her as the taxi turned the corner and her parent’s house disappeared from view. That house had been her refuge for seven years, but it was not until this moment, as she left, that Raine realized just how much she would miss it.

      A familiar sense of doubt about what she was about to do overtook her. Part of her wanted to turn right around and head back to the safety of home. The rest of her, however, wanted to see this through, even if she ended up being completely wrong.

      At least then, she would have answers.

      Half an hour later, Raine began noticing familiar landmarks again, the trip far quicker than it had been by bus. Watching the small convenience store she had visited last week flash past, she wondered what Mrs. Prince would say when she realized that Raine was living in the area again and that she didn’t have a child with her. Raine heaved a sigh. The rumor mill would likely churn out some great explanations before long.

      Soon, the taxi turned onto a street lined with manicured trees, and she watched as the estates grew larger. She had known, logically, that Mason Parker was the richest man in the city, but seeing all these mansions and well-kept gardens really drove that realization home for Raine. Unease bubbled up inside her; there was no way she would fit in here.

      Finally, the taxi pulled up in front of a wrought-iron gate.

      “You okay if I drop you off here?” the taxi driver asked. “It’s intimidating to drive into their driveways, you know?”

      “It’s fine,” Raine assured him, paying him the fare. “Thank you for the ride.”

      She exited the taxi and hauled her bags out of the trunk. The taxi driver waved at her, mouthing something that looked like “Good luck!” before he drove away, leaving her alone on the sidewalk. Mouth dry, Raine turned toward the gate and peered at the massive front garden beyond.

      At least the gate was open, so it looked a little welcoming, she noted semi-hysterically. Just what had she gotten herself into?

      The driveway was longer than any she’d encountered before, but it didn’t take her long to walk up it, breathing in the fresh scent of flowers as she did so. The front garden wasn’t over-the-top, but it was full of beautiful, well-cared-for flowers. By the time she reached the mansion, gaping at the sheer size from up close, Raine was feeling a little more relaxed.

      That is, she was until she pressed the doorbell and cringed at the sound of it echoing through the huge house.

      For a moment, nothing happened. Then, she heard approaching footsteps. Raine straightened, trying to smooth out the creases in her blouse. Who would open the door? Would it be Oliver, giving her the first glimpse of the boy she was here to see? Would it be a butler?

      When the door opened to reveal Mason, she was a little disappointed.

      “Raine!” Mason said, grinning at her. “It’s good to see you. Thank you so much for accepting the job. Did you find the house okay?”

      I would have had to be blind to miss it, she thought dryly.

      “Yeah, the taxi driver found it easily,” she said aloud. “This is a nice place.”

      “It’s a bit big,” Mason admitted. “Especially with just Oliver and me here. But there are so many memories here that it’s difficult to let it go.” He grinned again. “When Oliver gets older, we’ll be able to have the biggest birthday parties here, at least.”

      Raine couldn’t help but laugh at the thought, imagining scores of shrieking children running through the halls and up the sweeping stairs. It was a warm idea, and, from the contented smile on Mason’s face, he liked the idea just as much.

      Raine steeled herself. She hadn’t come here to make friends, especially not with the man who may have something to do with her missing child.

      “I’m a little nervous about all this, to be honest,” Mason said, reaching out to pick up her suitcase. “It’s been just Oliver and me for so long that this will take some adjustment for us, as well.”

      “What happened to your wife?” The question was out of her mouth before she could think about it. Raine flushed. “Sorry, you don’t have to answer that.”

      “No, it’s fine,” Mason said with a laugh. “She left us several years ago and we haven’t heard from her since.”

      Raine hadn’t known that. There had been speculation in the magazines when Mason Parker’s wife, the beautiful Emily Parker, had disappeared from his side, but none of those magazines had ever confirmed anything. Recognizing the pained smile on Mason’s face, Raine felt guilty for dredging up an obviously bad memory.

      “Why don’t I show you where you’ll be staying?” Mason offered.

      Raine smiled. “That’ll be great.”

      When Mason turned away, Raine pressed her lips together and set her shoulders. This was it. There was no turning back now. No matter what, she would find out the truth while she was here.

      She would find out if Oliver really was her son.
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        * * *

      

      Mason hoped he didn’t look as nervous as he felt. He hadn’t lied to Raine; having another person in the house would be a huge adjustment for him and Oliver. And it didn’t help that Raine, dressed today in jeans and a t-shirt, looked even more attractive than she had the day of their interview.

      He shook himself. It had been far too long since he had gone out to meet anyone. Maybe his rising attraction to Raine was a sign he was ready to find someone else with whom to share his life.

      But not Raine. Raine was Oliver’s nanny, and Mason refused to mess that up just because she was attractive.

      Glancing behind him to make sure Raine was following him, he saw her examining the walls as she passed, her eyes scanning the photographs he had hung there. Her eyes lingered longest on the pictures of Oliver, and his spirits lifted; she was obviously excited to meet his son. That was a good sign.

      “I know this place is large, but I promise you’ll be able to find your way around soon,” he said to her.

      “I am a little worried about getting lost here,” she admitted. “It’s a lot bigger than home.”

      He glanced back again. “I noticed you live on the other side of the city. Do you live with anyone?”

      She shrugged. “Just with my parents. They’ve helped me a lot the last few years.”

      “I understand,” he said with a small smile. “My parents were invaluable after Emily left me. I’m not sure Oliver and I would have gotten through it without them. You’ll probably meet them sooner or later; they like to visit often.”

      “I look forward to it.”

      A comfortable silence fell over them. Mason felt a little like Raine was a kindred spirit; she, too, had gone through tough times in her life, and she had struggled to get through them in one piece. She also didn’t act like a silly fangirl, and he hoped that the two of them might eventually become friends. He didn’t have an awful lot of friends anymore.

      “Here’s your room,” he said, reaching a closed, white door. “Oliver’s room is right across the hall, and my room is at the end of the hall, about three doors down. I hope it isn’t a problem that your room is so close?”

      She shook her head. “It’ll make it easier if Oliver needs me during the night and if I need to alert you of any trouble.” She laughed. “Also, I’ve been living with my parents, so it would feel strange to sleep somewhere entirely on my own.”

      “Great,” Mason said, pleased. He opened the door. “It’s a little sparse, but you can decorate it however you want.”

      Raine stepped into the room, and he followed her. Unsure what sort of person she was, he had chosen a deep blue comforter on the large bed to offset the cream walls. He had also set up a simple wooden wardrobe, a desk, and a bedside table with a lamp and a digital clock.

      “It’s lovely,” Raine said, smiling at him. “Thank you.”

      Mason put her suitcase at the end of the bed and watched as she dropped her backpack on the desk. He was glad she seemed to like the room; he saw genuine delight on her face as she sat on the edge of the bed and ran a hand over the soft comforter.

      Still, there was one more thing to do today, more important than anything else.

      He cleared his throat and drew a deep breath, unable to deny the way his nerves skyrocketed. “Ready to meet Oliver?”

      “Of course,” she said, getting to her feet. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting him.”

      Remembering Oliver’s glare last night when he’d told him Raine would arrive today, Mason hoped that she would still be interested in getting to know his son after she met him. There was nothing he could do about it now.

      All he could do was hope for the best.
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      It became clear to Raine, as Mason led her back downstairs, that he was worried about Raine’s first meeting with Oliver. She couldn’t say why exactly; was he just anxious about a stranger meeting his son? She couldn’t say she blamed him for that. She would have been the same if…

      Stop, she told herself. Stop thinking about it.

      “What’s Oliver like?” she asked Mason, needing to distract herself from her thoughts.

      Mason’s eyes lit up. “He’s a sweet kid, always curious and very intelligent.” He grinned sheepishly. “But I might be biased.”

      “Is he in school, or do you homeschool him?”

      “He started kindergarten last year,” Mason said. “He goes for half-days in the mornings, so I’ll need you to take him and pick him up as one of your duties. Do you drive?”

      Raine frowned. “I have a license, but I don’t have a car.”

      “Oh, that doesn’t matter. You can use one of my cars.” Catching the look on Raine’s face, he laughed aloud. “I only have two. One is mine; I take that one to work. The other was Emily’s. I keep it serviced, so it will be good to see it out on the road again.”

      “Thanks,” Raine said. “I’ll take you up on that. What about shopping? I’m happy to take care of that while Oliver is at kindergarten if you’d like.”

      “I wanted to ask you about that,” Mason admitted. “I may not always have time to do the shopping. In that case, if I need you to do that for me, I’ll reimburse you for it, or just give you the money before you go.”

      Raine nodded. “Sounds good. Kindergarten, the occasional shopping trip, and looking after Oliver at home. Is there anything else I need to know about?”

      “Are you happy cooking?” Mason asked.

      “I can cook,” Raine said, thinking of simple dinners of cheesy pasta, spaghetti, or chicken and vegetables. “As long as you don’t expect complicated meals.”

      Mason laughed. “We live off take-out, frozen meals, and my parents’ home cooking. I can’t cook. Anything will be an improvement over that.”

      A laugh escaped Raine before she could prevent it. Mason was more down-to-earth than she had expected. It was making it hard to remember that she wanted to be angry at him.

      Mason led Raine to the living room, past a large, framed photograph of Mason, Emily Parker, and a tiny boy that must have been the younger Oliver. The little boy grinned from between his parents, both of whom looked happy. Looking at the smiles on their faces, it was hard to believe anything could have gone wrong between them.

      Noticing that Mason had gotten ahead of her when she’d paused in front of the family photo, Raine quickened her steps. An odd sense of dread developed in the pit of her stomach as they approached the living room.

      What was Oliver like?

      Was he happy?

      Would he like her?

      Mason turned to her. “Ready?”

      Raine sucked in a deep breath and nodded. She was as ready as she would ever be.

      The living room was not as spotlessly clean as the rest of the mansion. Instead, color exploded across the floor, toys tossed in every direction. A teetering tower of children’s books sat by the couch. In the midst of it all was the little boy from the park, and Raine’s breath caught in her throat as she saw him.

      “Oliver,” Mason said with a hopeful smile. “Raine is here.”

      Oliver looked up from his toys, a bright red firetruck in one hand. His eyes were just like his father’s, and Raine smiled at him with a small wave.

      His eyes narrowed as a childish scowl formed on his lips, and he pointedly looked away.

      Startled at the reaction, Raine looked at Mason, wondering what was going on.

      Mason sighed and shook his head, shooting her an apologetic look. “Sorry, he’s a little… confused about what’s happening.”

      All at once, Raine understood, and she felt a little stupid for not realizing it sooner. Mason had told her that this change would be difficult for both him and Oliver. Of course, a little boy who had lived alone with his father for five years wasn’t going to like the stranger who had moved into his home.

      “I understand,” she said to Mason. She forced a smile. “He needs time to get to know me. But maybe…”

      “It would be best not to force him,” Mason finished with a sigh, glancing at his son. He ran a hand through his hair. “He’s normally a sweet kid, I promise.”

      Raine gave Mason a reassuring smile. “I believe you. I’m sure it’s a lot for him to take in right now.”

      It surprised her how much Oliver’s rejection hurt. Every time she had imagined her first meeting with the boy she suspected was her son, she had imagined him happy and smiling, much like the cheerful boy she had first seen in the park. While she understood what was going on, she had hoped that it would be easy to get to know the boy.

      “Why don’t I hang around for the rest of the night?” she suggested. “It might help him get used to my presence. I can also make dinner tonight if you want?”

      “Oh, no, don’t worry about dinner. I promised Oliver that we would have Grandma’s cooking tonight,” Mason assured her. “Today is just for you to meet us and get used to the house. Your duties won’t start until tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?” Raine asked.

      Mason hesitated. “Well, I need to go back to work tomorrow.”

      If Mason went back to work tomorrow… that would leave her with Oliver, who didn’t seem to want anything to do with her. She could see why Mason was so worried that Oliver wasn’t willing to get to know her.

      “I’ll be fine,” she said to him. “Let’s see how tonight goes.”

      Mason nodded and drew in a deep breath as though he was taking in courage. Then, he strode into the room, leaving her by the door.

      As Raine watched, a smile spread across Oliver’s face as his father approached. Mason dropped into a sitting position beside Oliver and reached for another truck, making his son giggle in delight.

      Raine moved into the room and perched on the armchair furthest away from them so she could watch Mason and his son play on the floor. They both seemed to have forgotten Raine was even there.

      Mason loved Oliver. The thought hit her hard. She had known, just hearing him talk about his son, that he adored the boy. But seeing them together like this just made it more obvious. For the first time since this entire situation had started, Raine wondered what would happen next.

      If she discovered that Oliver was her son, what would she do about that? Naturally, a large part of her wanted her son with her. She wanted to take her son from the man that had stolen him from her. But she hadn’t considered, until this moment, what she would be taking him from. The man who had raised him. The only parent he’d ever really known.

      A wave of nausea rolled over her at the thought, and Raine wanted to flee the room. But that would look too strange, so she forced herself to stay where she was and watch the two of them play.

      At that moment, Mason looked up. His hair was a little wild and his face creased with laughter as he met her eyes. There was something inviting in his expression, but then he turned away again, the moment lost.

      There had been something familiar about that expression. Raine frowned. She could have sworn she had seen it once, long ago…

      Where could she have possibly seen it? Not in a magazine. The Mason Parker they showed looked nothing like that. And she had never had anything to do with the billionaire before now… so, where?

      She shook the thought away. It was nothing. Just her mind making connections that weren’t there.
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        * * *

      

      As she was getting ready for bed that night, Raine heard the soft murmur of voices across the hall in Oliver’s room. She poked her head out of her own open door, recognizing the sound of Oliver’s and Mason’s voices.

      “Why do you have to go back to work?” Oliver whined.

      “It’s important, Oliver,” Mason said. “A lot of people are relying on me, so it’s time for me to go back and help them.”

      Raine smiled when Oliver huffed, obviously unconvinced. He was certainly stubborn.

      “Besides, you won’t be here on your own,” Mason continued. “Raine is here now to help us out. I’m sure you’ll have a lot of fun with her.”

      “No, I won’t,” Oliver cried. “I don’t want Raine here! I hate her!”

      Raine winced. That hurt.

      “No, you don’t, Oliver. You didn’t even speak to her. Raine has agreed to come and help us out, and she’s a very nice woman. You need to give her a chance.”

      “Don’t wanna,” Oliver muttered petulantly. “Why can’t she go to work, and you stay home?”

      Mason sighed. “That would be nice, Oliver, but it doesn’t work that way. Look, Raine will be very nice to you, just wait and see. You’ll like spending time with her. And I won’t be gone for a long time. I’ll be back for dinner.”

      “That is a long time!” Oliver protested. Raine heard him let out a small sob. “I want you here.”

      “I know, buddy,” Mason said. “I know. But things will get better, okay? I promise.”

      Oliver didn’t say anything.

      Mason sighed again. “Goodnight, Oliver. I love you.”

      Raine wondered if she should duck back into her room, but then it was too late. Mason appeared at the doorway and closed Oliver’s door behind him. He didn’t look surprised or upset to see her eavesdropping.

      “He’ll come around,” Mason assured her. “It’ll just take time, is all.”

      Raine nodded, and he gave her a half-hearted wave before he headed to his own room. She waited until his door clicked closed to move, groaning and rubbing a hand down her face before retreating to her room.

      Every time she turned around, there was new evidence of just how strong the bond between Mason and Oliver was. She had begun to feel guilty for coming here with the sole purpose of tearing them apart; despite everything she had heard about Mason Parker, he was wonderful with his son. The man depicted by the tabloids was another person. Mason was just a single father who loved his son and wanted to do everything he could for him.

      And the pain in Oliver’s voice… had he ever spent more than a few hours away from his father? No doubt Mason had worked while Emily was around, but that had been five years ago, probably before Oliver could remember.

      Raine would have her work cut out for her, it seemed. Still, she wouldn’t back down from this. She might not know what would come next, but she did know she wanted to get to know Oliver. No matter what, she wanted her presence in his life to make him happy. Whatever happened after that could wait.

      With new determination, she strode to her backpack and dug out an old, battered cookbook she had used when working with children in the past. If she wanted Oliver to like her, she needed to pull out all the stops.
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      The sound of running feet startled Raine awake.

      At first, she thought it was Oliver, but then she realized that the footsteps were far too heavy. When the feet ran back past her door, she frowned and dragged her robe over her shoulders, cinching it at the waist, and padded to her door.

      She opened it in time to see Mason, adjusting his tie, flash past once more.

      Curious, she followed him down the stairs and into the kitchen. He looked anxious and harried as he tapped his foot, impatiently waiting for his toast to pop up.

      “Mason?” she asked.

      He jumped at her voice, whirling around. “Raine! Sorry, did I wake you?”

      “No, it’s fine,” Raine lied. “Is everything okay?”

      “Not really,” Mason said with a tight smile, glancing at the clock; it was ten to six. “I was supposed to go to work at nine, but I just got a call; they need me to come in as soon as possible.”

      Raine’s eyes widened. There went their plans for the morning: Mason would wake Oliver up, give him breakfast, and get him ready for the day before going to work—which would hopefully put Oliver in a better mood for a day with Raine. But now, Mason wouldn’t be able to do any of that.

      “I know,” Mason groaned, seeing her expression. “I tried to ask them to wait, but they wouldn’t.” He shook his head. “You’d think they’d give me some leeway since it’s my first day back in the office.”

      This didn’t bode well for the coming days, either. Mason had wanted to work a strict nine-to-five schedule while Oliver settled in with Raine, but it seemed his company had other thoughts.

      “I’m sorry to leave you with this, Raine,” Mason apologized, grabbing the toast as it popped up and slathering it with a generous helping of butter. “Let him have Frosted Flakes for breakfast this morning; he usually only eats it on special occasions, but you have my full permission to bribe him with sugar all day if you have to—just as long as you’re willing to deal with him while he’s bouncing off the walls.”

      “I’ll try not to go that far,” Raine said with a laugh. “It’s a shame you couldn’t have taken one more day off; it’s a Saturday, after all.”

      Mason cleared his throat. “Yes, well, they were insistent. Okay, I just need to say goodbye to Oliver, and then I’ll be off.”

      He sped off again, taking the stairs two at a time. She thought about following him, but she didn’t want to hear Oliver’s voice as he said goodbye to his father. So, she puttered around the kitchen instead, placing the butter knife and breadboard in the sink before finding a place for the butter in the fridge.

      Soon Mason was back, his expression even more strained. “He’ll be fine,” he said; she wondered if he was trying to convince her or himself. “My cell number and my office number are on the fridge. Please call if you have any problems at all.”

      “I will,” Raine promised. “We’ll see you this afternoon.”

      He gave her a tense smile, and then he rushed from the kitchen. Raine listened to the door slam and then to his car start and pull away. She glanced around the kitchen, wondering what she should do with herself.

      For lack of anything better to do, she headed back up the stairs. Oliver’s door was open now, and she peered inside; he was huddled under his covers, and Raine guessed he had either fallen back asleep or intended to hide from her a little while longer. Either way, he wouldn’t be moving soon.

      She went back into her room, leaving the door open, and grabbed a book off her desk. She would have liked to go back to sleep, as it was still early, but she was far too awake now.

      The hours slipped by as Raine read, half her concentration on the story, the other half on listening for any sound from Oliver. It was only after she finished a particularly engrossing part of the book that Raine looked up and realized it was after ten o’clock and she had heard no movement from Oliver’s room.

      Frowning, Raine left her room and looked into Oliver’s room again; he was still just a lump under the blankets. Suddenly fearful that he had tricked her (he could have snuck out of his room between Mason leaving and Raine returning upstairs), she entered the room and laid a gentle hand on the lump.

      “Go away!” came a muffled voice.

      Well, he was still there, but it was getting late; she couldn’t allow Oliver to stay in bed all day. On the other hand, she didn’t think ripping the blankets away would endear her to him at all.

      “Oliver, it’s pretty late. Are you hungry?”

      “No,” Oliver said, but his stomach rumbled loudly.

      “Well, that’s okay. We can get something to eat in a little while,” Raine said, pretending she hadn’t heard the rumbling. “It was early when your dad left this morning, wasn’t it?”

      Oliver remained stubbornly silent. Raine imagined she’d have found his petulance amusing if he hadn’t been directing it at her.

      “I had some ideas about what we could do today,” she tried. “I have a recipe for cookies. Do you like to bake?”

      No answer. She hadn’t expected one, but this was getting frustrating.

      “I like to bake,” she continued. “But I don’t always have a lot of time. My dad taught me how to bake. A long time ago, he owned and ran a bakery.” She laughed. “It’s really funny because my mom can’t bake at all. I used to make cookies and cakes with my dad all the time, and my mom would be our taste-tester.”

      Raine was just rambling to fill the silence, but, to her surprise, Oliver shifted, the blanket falling a little so he could peer over the edge. Heart thumping, she pretended not to notice.

      “But my mom’s good at other things. She’s a pretty mean sewer.” Raine fixed her eyes on the opposite wall as Oliver sat up. “She fixed all my clothes when they ripped when I was a kid. And they were always getting ripped because I used to get in fights with boys when I was little. She always used to scold me for it, but then she would fix my clothes as good as new. And when I had a costume party, my costume was always handmade.”

      “Can you sew?” Oliver asked in a small voice.

      Raine tried to smother a triumphant grin.

      “Not as well as my mom can,” she admitted, finally turning to look at Oliver. “I can’t make costumes, but I can make teddy bears and dolls. Once, I even made a dinosaur teddy.” His eyes widened. “Would you like me to make one for you?”

      He looked a little unsure, and his small face scrunched in thought. Then, he nodded.

      “I’ll make one, then,” Raine said decisively. “You can even help me if you’d like.”

      It was the right thing to say. His face lit up, and she resolved to make sure all her pins and needles were in containers he wouldn’t be able to open easily.

      “Can it be blue?” Oliver asked.

      “Whatever color you want,” Raine promised.

      “My daddy can’t cook or sew,” Oliver confided, kicking the blanket away. “He sewed my socks together once.”

      Raine grinned at the thought, making Oliver giggle. “Well, not everyone is good at those things.”

      “Mommy was,” Oliver said unexpectedly. “Daddy said she was a good cook.”

      “Oh?” Raine couldn’t help but admit that she was curious about the mysterious Emily. “Does your dad talk about your mom a lot?”

      “Nah,” Oliver said with a shrug. “He said she left a long time ago, but she loved me very much. One day she’ll talk to us again, and she’ll tell me that.”

      He said it as though he was reciting something he’d been told without understanding the words’ meaning. Raine opened her mouth though she wasn’t sure what she should say… and then Oliver’s stomach rumbled again.

      “Breakfast?” he asked hopefully.

      Raine glanced at the clock; it was close to eleven now. An idea sprang to mind, and she smiled at Oliver. “It’s getting a little late for breakfast, so let’s have brunch.”

      “Brunch?” Oliver’s nose screwed up at the unfamiliar term. “What’s that?”

      “It’s a meal that’s too late for breakfast and too early for lunch.” Raine laughed. “But because it’s not breakfast, we can have something special. What do you say about having pancakes?”

      “Yeah!” Oliver cheered, jumping up to his feet, and Raine reached out to steady him when he wobbled on the mattress. “That’s way better than toast!”

      Raine decided not to tell him he was missing out on Frosted Flakes for breakfast.

      “Let’s get dressed. Then, we’ll go downstairs and make them, okay?”

      She dressed quickly and then returned to help Oliver. He chattered the entire time about his kindergarten, the other kids he knew, and his father as she helped him with the buttons, the angry, petulant child of before long gone.

      Watching him like this… it was easier and easier to see herself in him. She had seen home videos of herself; she had been exactly like this as a child. With his curly brown hair and his wide smile, it was like looking at those old photographs and videos once more.

      And it made her angry. Any compassion she had felt toward Mason last night disappeared. If Oliver was her son, then what right had Mason had to take him from her? Why had he denied her a life with her son?

      She shoved these thoughts down, however; right now, she had a more pressing matter to deal with: the hungry seven-year-old to whom she’d promised pancakes.
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        * * *

      

      The dumbstruck look on Mason’s face when he stepped into the kitchen to see the two of them covered in flour made Raine and Oliver laugh at him. He recovered, walking toward them as he eyed the now-white tiles.

      “Cookies?” he asked, glancing at the oven.

      “Yeah,” Raine said, watching as Oliver threw himself at his father. “You’re home early.”

      “I wanted to make sure everything was okay considering how Oliver was when I left this morning,” Mason admitted. “Looks like I worried for nothing. You’re a miracle worker.”

      Raine didn’t want to feel pleased at his words. But it was difficult to be angry at him while she watched him cuddle his son close.

      “Why don’t you go clean up,” Mason suggested to Oliver, nudging him out of the kitchen. “Then, we can have cookies.”

      They watched as Oliver sped off, leaving a trail of flour in his wake.

      “I’ll clean that later,” Mason promised, turning back to her. “Thank you, Raine; I wasn’t sure how today would go.” He hesitated. “I… I didn’t actually have to start work today.”

      “What?” Raine asked, startled.

      “I wanted to give you a chance to get to know Oliver without me being here,” Mason said with a laugh. “I knew it could go badly, but I hoped it would help.”

      Raine laughed with him. “Looks like your sneakiness paid off. Thanks for giving me the time I needed.”

      “This just proves you’re the person Oliver needed” Mason smiled warmly at her, and she tried to ignore the way her insides fluttered. She hated how charming he was; it made it impossible to stay angry at him. “I’m glad you’re here, Raine.”

      “I am, too,” she murmured, wishing it wasn’t so difficult to hate him for what he had done to her.
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      “You’re off this afternoon?” Raine asked from her place at the counter where she was making sandwiches. “It’s Tuesday, isn’t it?”

      “I worked both Saturday and Sunday,” Mason reminded her. “I think I’m entitled to a day off today.” He paused. “I haven’t messed up any plans, have I?”

      “No, no,” Raine assured him. “Oliver and I were just going to hang around the house after I picked him up. Sorry if I sounded so surprised; I wasn’t expecting you home so early.”

      Mason could tell; she had almost dropped her knife when he had walked into the kitchen and greeted her. He hadn’t meant to startle her, but her reaction had amused him.

      It was a little strange that he was taking the afternoon off so soon after starting back at work, but he didn’t mind using his ownership of the company to get a few hours with his son. He didn’t want to admit it to Raine, but he had missed Oliver just as much as his son had missed him the past few days. Hearing Oliver chatter on and on about his day at dinner just wasn’t the same.

      Raine covered the plate of sandwiches with plastic wrap and put it in the fridge. Then, she picked up her bag and started toward the door. “Which car do you want to take?”

      “I can drive.” he offered.

      “Sounds good.”

      The drive to Oliver’s kindergarten didn’t take long, and they arrived just as children began spilling out of the classrooms. It didn’t take long before Mason spotted Oliver in the midst of the crowd, almost hidden by the taller children.

      “Oliver!” Raine called through the window before opening the door and stepping out, waving at the little boy.

      Oliver beamed and dashed forward. To Mason’s surprise, he didn’t even notice his father as he crashed into Raine and hugged her around the middle. He had seen, of course, the way Raine’s and Oliver’s relationship had improved since Saturday, but Oliver was so intent on talking his ear off before bedtime that this was the first time he had seen how attached his son was getting to the nanny.

      He was more surprised by the odd jealousy that stirred in his chest. Shaking the thought away, Mason stepped out of the car and smiled when Oliver shrieked happily and ran into his arms.

      “Daddy, you’re here, too!”

      “Yep,” Mason laughed. “I’ve got the entire afternoon off.”

      Too excited to sit still, Oliver would have bounced around the back seat had the seatbelt not held him in one place. He swung his legs excitedly, talking non-stop. Mason missed half of what he said because he was talking so fast, but Raine kept shooting the boy indulgent smiles, humming and nodding occasionally.

      “You understand him?” he muttered to her as they pulled into the driveway.

      “Nope,” Raine murmured back. “But it doesn’t matter as long as he doesn’t notice.”

      Mason choked back a laugh.

      Oliver took off as soon as they got into the house, stopping only to grab Raine’s hand and drag her along with him. Mason listened to her laughing protests as she tried to explain to Oliver that lunch was in the fridge. He blinked, stunned at being left behind.

      When he had hired a nanny, he hadn’t thought about what it would mean to share his son with someone else for the first time. He fought the jealousy, which rose stronger this time, and decided to grab the plate of sandwiches from the fridge so they could eat in the living room.

      The funny thing was, he wasn’t sure what made him more jealous: Raine getting all Oliver’s attention, or Oliver getting all Raine’s. Over the last few days, Raine had shown him she was an intelligent, charming, kind woman with a beautiful smile and an even more beautiful laugh. Mason had tried very hard to stop looking at her as anything other than his son’s nanny, but he could feel his attraction to her deepening every time she smiled at him or when he watched her interact with Oliver. Raine, for her part, never seemed to see him as anything but her employer.

      Even if he wished she’d look at him as something more (even as just a friend would be nice), Mason was glad she was here. Oliver was genuinely happy that she was around, and she had made the separation between father and son far easier than it might have been.

      Mason wanted to do something to thank her. She had put in every effort possible to make Oliver happy, and Mason felt she deserved something extra for her trouble. He suddenly remembered something that his mother had given him yesterday, and he smiled to himself. He knew a little something he could do for her.
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        * * *

      

      As Mason closed Oliver’s door, Raine yawned and stretched, turning toward her own door.

      Feeling oddly nervous, Mason stepped toward her, clearing his throat. “Raine, I was hoping we could talk downstairs for a bit?”

      Raine looked at him, surprised, and then her gaze turned wary. It took a moment for Mason to realize that she probably thought he wanted to talk to her about how the job was going. He thought about reassuring her, but then decided not to; he did want to talk about the job, and letting her think it was serious would prevent her from refusing.

      “Okay,” she said.

      They went back to the kitchen. Raine paused in the doorway as she took in the table set-up that Mason had done before putting Oliver to bed. It wasn’t anything fancy, just two china plates with slices of blueberry cheesecake on them and two steaming cups of coffee.

      “What’s this?” Raine asked.

      “Just a little thank you,” Mason said, gesturing for her to sit down. “My mother made the cheesecake yesterday, and I thought we could sit and eat dessert while we talk.”

      With a puzzled look on her face, Raine sat down in the seat Mason had indicated while he sat across from her.

      “Raine, you’ve been invaluable the last few days,” Mason said. “Oliver is always happy when I get home, which is the most important thing, but more than that, you’ve been keeping the house clean, which I don’t expect of you, I promise.”

      “Oliver and I make it a game,” Raine said with a small smile. She scooped up a bite of cheesecake and ate it. Her eyes widened. “This is amazing!”

      “Yeah?” Mason asked, pleased. “I’ll let my mother know you said so. She’s always cooking and baking for us.”

      “Same with my dad,” Raine laughed. “He used to own a bakery, but now he just bakes at home. When I phoned him, he offered to bring us some pastries. I told him he didn’t need to, but he’ll probably show up in a day or two. But don’t worry. I asked him to come in the morning while Oliver was at kindergarten.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate that. I wouldn’t mind Oliver meeting your parents, but I don’t want to overwhelm him with new people.”

      “My dad understands,” Raine assured him. “And so do I.” She paused. “I’ve been meaning to ask: why did you send Oliver to kindergarten?”

      You have so much money, you could have homeschooled him. She didn’t say it, but Mason heard it anyway.

      He chuckled, turning his coffee cup in his hands. “Before she left, Emily wanted us to homeschool him, but I never even considered it. My parents homeschooled me when I was a kid, and I grew up as a bit of a brat. I’m sure you read what the newspapers and magazines said about me.”

      Raine did her best to give him a blank look.

      Mason smiled wryly. She didn’t need to hide it; he knew what almost the entire city had once thought about him because of what the tabloids had printed.

      “They weren’t far off, honestly,” he admitted. “I was spoiled, self-entitled, and arrogant. Although I was married, I flirted with everyone. I’m surprised Emily put up with it, but back then, I didn’t even care if it bothered her. I only cared about myself and about making money.

      “My parents tried their best when I was growing up, but they had their own company and worked non-stop. They hired nannies and tutors, and I grew up without knowing many kids my own age.”

      He glanced at Raine. She was watching him intently, fascinated.

      “I didn’t want that for Oliver,” he continued. “One day, the kids around him will realize that he has money, and some of them will want to be friends with him just because of that. But he’ll make real friends, too. And he’ll learn more about people and the world than I ever did. It won’t take him until he’s a father to realize what’s actually important in life.”

      “School and making friends and meeting people are all hard,” Raine said. “But it’s worth it to make those connections, too. I think Oliver will grow up fine.”

      “Thanks, Raine.” Mason smiled. “So, what about you?”

      “Me?” Rained laughed, the sound catching Mason’s attention and holding him captive. “My life was pretty simple. I went to school, made friends, helped my dad around the bakery. I was a bit of a tomboy growing up, always getting into scrapes and fights.”

      Mason laughed. “I can’t imagine that.”

      “You can’t now because when I became a teenager, make-up and clothes and boys were important.” Raine snorted. “Or, at least, they were important to my friends, and I got swept up in their enthusiasm. Also, I decided I preferred kissing boys to punching them.”

      Mason laughed, making her grin at him, her eyes twinkling. It was the most open expression he had seen on her face, and he was glad she had relaxed enough to laugh and smile with him like this.

      “Do you still see any of your school friends?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “No, I lost contact with my last school friend years ago. We had an awful fight, and then we never made up. That’s something I’ll always regret. Olivia Johnson was my best friend all through school.”

      Something about her statement tickled at his memory. Mason tilted his head in thought. “Emily knew an Olivia Johnson, too. They were still friends when Emily left. Olivia was from this area, so it was probably the same Olivia you knew.”

      “Really?” Raine asked, surprise evident on her face.

      “Yeah. Did your Olivia like to throw big parties? Emily was always dragging me to Olivia’s parties.” Mason laughed. “The last one I went to was years ago, before Oliver was born. Come to think of it, that one was…”

      He trailed off. He didn’t like to think about that party. It was that party that had led to the downfall of his marriage with Emily.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said with a smile at Raine’s curious look. Once again, a niggling familiarity hit him. Something about the look on Raine’s face… Mason shook his head. “Anyway, it’s getting late.”

      “Yes,” Raine said, finishing the last of her cake. “Tell your mom she can make this cheesecake for us any time she wants.”

      “I’ll pass on the message,” Mason said with a grin. “And Raine? Thank you so much for being here.”

      “Thank you for hiring me. I’m enjoying this job,” Raine admitted. “I’m glad everything is working out.” She placed her dishes in the sink and headed to the doorway. Then, she paused and glanced back at Mason. “Are you coming?”

      “I’ll just clean up,” Mason said, waving to his own dishes and the sink.

      Raine gave him a quick smile. “Thank you. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      She turned and disappeared from the kitchen. Mason listened to her walk up the stairs and laughed when she cursed as she stepped on the one that squeaked. Moments later, everything was quiet again.

      Sighing, Mason leaned back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling. Raine’s smiling face swam in front of his vision and he groaned quietly.

      He was lost, and he had been from the moment he’d met her. Her beauty, her intelligence, her wit, and her refusal to fawn over him because of his wealth had ensnared him. He really liked Raine, but he knew this was a dangerous path to follow. If he made any wrong moves, he could ruin something good for Oliver.

      But he couldn’t help it. His determination not to make a move on Raine was fading fast, and it was getting harder to remember why it wasn’t a good idea.

      Hopefully, this attraction would fade with time. But, if he was honest with himself, Mason didn’t think it would. After all, the attraction he had felt when they’d first met had only grown stronger with time.
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      It wasn’t fading. In fact, his attraction to Raine had only grown stronger. Mason realized it when, on Friday, he stopped by a flower shop and contemplated what flowers Raine might like. He scolded himself for the thought and forced himself away, but he was back during his lunch hour.

      It was getting ridiculous. He shouldn’t get involved with his son’s nanny, not when she and Oliver had finally settled into a routine. Falling for Raine would upset the status quo, and he couldn’t afford to search for another nanny if things with Raine went sour. He needed to keep his distance.

      Unfortunately, that was easier said than done. Unable to drag himself from the flower shop a second time, Mason eyed a bouquet of beautiful blue and purple flowers, wondering what they were.

      Flowers were okay, weren’t they? He could send her some flowers just as a “thank you” for everything she had done so far. That should be fine, shouldn’t it?

      As he paid for the flowers and gave the saleswoman the address, Mason wondered just who he was trying to convince.
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        * * *

      

      The ringing doorbell momentarily confused Raine. If Mason was home, he would just walk right in, as would his parents. Her parents wouldn’t visit in the afternoon before she had introduced Oliver to them. And she didn’t think Mason had said anything about deliveries.

      After checking that Oliver was still watching television, Raine slipped out of the room and headed to the front door. On opening the door, a man in a uniform holding a ridiculously large bouquet of blue and purple flowers greeted her.

      “Raine Hart?” the man asked in a bored voice, as though all he wanted was to finish his job and go home.

      “That’s me,” Raine said, bewildered; who would send her flowers here?

      She didn’t get to ask. The man shoved the flowers at her, made her sign a form to confirm she had gotten them, and headed off.

      Raine stood in the doorway for a long moment, staring at the flowers. She shook her head to clear her thoughts. She didn’t know where these flowers had come from, or who had sent them, but she had to admit they were beautiful.

      Raine kicked the door closed behind her and walked toward the kitchen. She placed the flowers on the kitchen table, carefully rotating the vase to admire the bouquet from all sides. As she rubbed a soft petal between her fingers, she noticed a small card attached to the vase. It was made of thick paper embossed with gold writing and probably cost as much as the entire bouquet. Frowning, Raine picked it up and opened it.

      Raine,

      Thank you for everything.

      Mason

      “Mason?” she said aloud.

      These were from Mason?

      Raine looked at the bouquet; it was huge, and the flowers were both lovely and fragrant. It warmed her to think he would spend so much time picking such pretty flowers for her.

      I’ll have to think of some way to thank him, she thought. He seemed to like the lasagna I cooked the other night…

      It suddenly struck her how domestic this all was. Gasping, Raine yanked her hand away as though the flowers had shocked her and took two hurried steps back. Had she really been contemplating these flowers with a warm, fuzzy feeling of contentment in her chest? Had she really been thinking about the nicest way to repay Mason, like a partner who had just received flowers from her significant other?

      Damn it, she was getting far too involved with this family! She glanced at the flowers again. They shouldn’t make her feel so happy, not when they were from Mason, the man who might have stolen her child… but they did.

      Later, Raine might admit that what she did next was foolish. But she wasn’t thinking straight anymore. Desperation and frustration overtook her; she needed to find the truth, and then she needed to get out of here before she got too deep.

      She hadn’t found answers to her mystery anywhere so far. Of course, evidence of kidnapping wouldn’t be lying around for anyone to find. She knew there was only one place she would find it, but, so far, she had hesitated to go there.

      Not anymore. This was the last straw. She would find the evidence she needed—even if it meant invading Mason’s bedroom.

      Raine took the stairs two at a time, sparing only a vague thought for Oliver, who was hopefully still watching television. Mason’s bedroom door loomed at the end of the hallway, normally forbidden to her, but she paid no attention to the unspoken rules as she strode forward, twisted the doorknob, and pushed the door open.

      Raine stepped inside, pausing to look around. It was smaller than she’d expected, similar in size to her room down the hall, but she glimpsed a private bathroom through an open door on the other side of the room. He had sparsely furnished the space and had decorated in tasteful creams and maroons. She noted a clutter of pictures on the dresser and some sports magazines piled on the bedside table.

      Otherwise, the room was clean and looked like Mason barely used it. It wasn’t surprising; when he came home in the evenings, he always went straight to the living room where he sat on the couch or played on the floor with Oliver. He only went to his room when they all headed to bed.

      Now that she was here, Raine felt unsure. This was an unforgivable breach of privacy. If Mason caught her, it wouldn’t surprise her if he fired her on the spot. She shouldn’t be here.

      But if he had stolen her son… wasn’t that a greater sin than snooping around someone’s bedroom?

      Her resolve strengthened, Raine walked further into the room, closing the door behind her. There weren’t many places to look; he only had a dresser, a wardrobe, and a small bedside table with a single drawer in it, but any of those places could hide the evidence she was looking for.

      Raine drew in a deep breath. She didn’t know what she would find, but she needed to make her search quick.
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        * * *

      

      Nothing.

      Absolutely nothing.

      Darting from the room and closing the door behind her, Raine wanted to scream in frustration. There had been a few folders in his room (she had rifled through these, not understanding much of the business jargon) and several pictures and certificates with Oliver’s name on them from kindergarten, but her search had proved fruitless. If she had hoped Mason would hide any important documents in his room, she had been mistaken.

      Maybe she should have taken this as a sign she was wrong and should just give up. If Mason had taken her son from her, then there should be proof of it somewhere, right?

      Was she just going crazy after all?

      Raine trudged downstairs and stood in the doorway of the living room. Oliver hadn’t moved at all, undisturbed by her frantic search of Mason’s room. She wanted to think she was crazy; it would be so much easier to move on from all this.

      But then, she looked at Oliver and took in all the features he shared with her. The more time she spent with him, the more he displayed mannerisms she also had, though it was hard to tell if he was just copying her now. When she looked at him, it was so difficult to believe all this was just in her head.

      The hours crawled by, and thoughts rolled around and around Raine’s head. Sometimes she felt anger—at Mason for (probably) doing this to her and at herself for feeling any attraction to him. Sometimes she felt despair, wondering if she would ever get to the bottom of this odd mystery. Then, there was that weird contentment she still felt when she saw the flowers. And that led straight back into anger.

      By the time Mason returned home, she had put Oliver to bed and was pacing a hole in the room of her floor. It was very late, but she had known tonight would be a late one; Mason had reminded her before he left that morning that they didn’t need to wait up for him. She froze and listened as he snuck past both hers and Oliver’s bedrooms, trying not to wake either of them. She glanced at the clock on her bedside table. Ten o’clock.

      It was too late to keep thinking about all this, she told herself. It was time to take herself to bed and hope everything would seem better in the morning.

      She almost did it. She was under the covers and reaching out for the light when she heard a heavy thud from Mason’s room. In his tiredness, he must have knocked something over.

      It was the reminder that he was right there that did it. Raine hadn’t found answers in Mason’s room, but she knew Mason himself would have them.

      She wouldn’t get any sleep tonight if she didn’t find out something. Everything she had wanted to say to Mason since she met him bubbled up inside her, threatening to boil over, and Raine was too tired, desperate, and angry to bother trying to hold any of it back anymore. She was on her feet and out the door before she could even think about what a bad idea it was.

      She needed answers.

      Raine didn’t know how Mason would react when she burst in his door, but she suddenly didn’t care. She flung open the door, barged into the room, opened her mouth to say something…

      And froze.

      Mason, shocked by her sudden appearance, looked up at her. Water dripped from his wet hair and down his damp chest. Raine found her eyes trailing the droplet as it went down, down, down, and was eventually absorbed by the towel—the only thing Mason was wearing—tied around his waist.

      Her mouth went dry as she lifted her eyes to his. The room felt a lot hotter than it had before, and there was a strange look in Mason’s eyes as she looked at him: part fiery desire, part resignation. There was no anger like she would have expected.

      Instead of yelling at her to get out, Mason strode across the room, seized her by the shoulders, and tugged her into a hard, passionate kiss.

      Raine wanted to shove him away. She didn’t want to give in to her attraction to him. She didn’t want to be attracted to him. But she found herself clutching his shoulders and returning the kiss desperately, tongue and teeth clashing in a heated battle as he closed the door behind her and pushed her up against it.

      Panting against his mouth, Raine lifted her leg and hooked it around his hip, pulling him closer. Through the flimsy towel, she could feel how hard he was, and he groaned into her mouth as his hips met hers.

      All of a sudden, though, he pulled back.

      “Raine,” he rasped, his grip on her loosening.

      “No talking,” she demanded, recapturing his lips as she ran her hands down his smooth chest and slipped her fingers under the edge of his towel, feeling how heated his skin was.

      Part of her screamed that that was the perfect opportunity to stop this insanity. But she didn’t care; the taste of him was addictive, and maybe this was what she needed. Maybe this would get him out of her system.

      It wasn’t logical, and she knew she was going to kick herself for this tomorrow. But, as she pulled away from the kiss and latched onto the pulse beating wildly in his neck, nipping and sucking at it as he arched toward her, she found that she honestly didn’t give a damn.

      The heat built until it was almost unbearable. Gasping for breath, Raine put both hands flat against Mason’s chest and pushed him. He stumbled back, looking surprised and wounded, but that expression soon turned back to desire as she stalked toward him, walking him backward until the backs of his knees hit the bed, and he collapsed back onto it. She crawled over him, straddling his hips.

      Mason’s hands roamed over her, slipping under the loose shirt she had planned to wear to bed that night, leaving trails of fire in the wake of his fingers as he brushed over her stomach and against her sides. Impatiently, Raine pulled the shirt over her head and leaned over him, her hair falling like a dark curtain around her face.

      “I’m not glass,” she hissed, sliding one hand beneath his loosened towel and gripping him tightly.

      She didn’t want gentle and careful like Mason was trying to give her. Right now, Raine wanted fast and furious and dirty. She tangled her other hand in his short hair and pulled him into a bruising kiss.

      He growled beneath her, and then, the world shifted as he flipped them over. Suddenly, he was leaning over her, one hand kneading her breast and tugging at the nipple while the other yanked the drawstring of her pants free and shoved them down.

      His towel fell away, neither of them trying to keep it up any longer, and Mason lowered himself on top of her, their naked skin finally meeting as he ground his hips against hers.

      Raine looked up at Mason, her gaze clouded with desire. For a moment, he looked more familiar than he ever had before, as though they had been here once before, a long time ago… but then his hand swept the thought away as it traveled down between her legs, forcing her knees wider as he positioned himself between them. He trailed his fingers along her skin, slipping one finger inside her and then brushing over her clit.

      She tightened her hold on him as he teased her, digging her nails into his skin. “Stop teasing,” she gasped.

      His eyes blazed. When he entered her, Raine threw her head back, chest heaving, and he paused. She sucked in a harsh breath and met his gaze again. For a moment, they stared at each other. Then, Raine locked her legs around Mason’s waist.

      She didn’t need to say anything. A brief grin flitted across his face as he pulled back and thrust in hard, making stars explode behind her eyes. He thrust again and again, his desperate desire spilling over and making his movements erratic.

      Raine couldn’t speak, couldn’t think, could only revel in the sensation as she reached up to grip Mason’s shoulders. She dug her nails into his skin again, clutching him as though he was the only stable thing left in the world. Her heart was beating so loudly that it would have surprised her if he couldn’t hear it, too.

      She pulled him down into another kiss as he sped up, both sensing that the end was near. When their passions spilled over, Mason swallowed Raine’s gasps, their bodies shaking as they rode the climax together.

      Slowly, the heat faded to a warm, comfortable glow. Mason collapsed beside Raine, panting. Barely able to keep her eyes open and not even remembering how all this had started, Raine looked over at him. Mason started to smile, but a yawn overtook him.

      “Go to sleep, Raine,” he said, reaching down to tug the comforter over them.

      Sleep sounded good. What came after sleep… that, she wasn’t interested in. She knew she would eventually have to face the morning, face the consequences of what they’d just done. All those earlier emotions had abandoned her, leaving her with only a tired emptiness that made her want to sleep for a week.

      Yes, for now, sleep sounded good. She could figure all this out in the morning.
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      When Mason’s alarm clock went off the next morning, he groaned and rolled over to slap the snooze button, unwilling to get up just yet. His muscles ached as if he’d gone through a particularly strenuous workout yesterday, and a little voice in the back of his mind reminded him that there was something urgent he needed to think about this morning.

      But he didn’t want to think. He wanted to lie here for another twenty minutes—at which point he would have to get up if he didn’t want to be late—and enjoy the unusual warmth of his bed.

      As the source of that warmth, a soft, feminine body, stirred and pressed against his side, Mason froze.

      Wait. What?

      Still too drowsy to remember what was going on, he turned his head. At that exact moment, Raine lifted her head and blinked up at him with bleary eyes, the blanket falling from her bare shoulder.

      Comprehension hit them simultaneously, and Mason watched Raine’s eyes widen as the memory of what they’d done last night slammed into her. He was sure his face displayed the same look of dawning horror that twisted her features.

      Well… shit.
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        * * *

      

      Mason hadn’t been able to get out of the house fast enough. Raine had fled the room, gathering her clothes and running out the door before he could try to say anything. Not that he planned to try; he had leapt from the bed, just as she had, to dive for the bathroom and slam the door behind him.

      How could he have been so stupid? The thought carried him through work all day, distracting him from the mountain of paperwork he needed to read and sign, and he knew his colleagues had grown tired (after the third time) of him asking them to repeat what they had said. But he couldn’t help it.

      Every bit of resolve he had gathered had gone down the drain the moment Raine had barged in his door last night. He still didn’t know why she had come in as though the hounds of hell were on her heels, but he hadn’t cared; he had taken one look at her and given in to the desire that had plagued him since the moment he met her.

      She hadn’t been complaining, either. She had probably been just as caught up in the moment as he had been.

      Mason groaned and put his head in his hands. He had just slept with his son’s nanny. This was just going to complicate everything. Was there any way to un-complicate this?

      A knock on his door drew his attention away from the crisis at hand.

      Joshua Bryant, a shy man with an incredible eye for marketing—and the youngest member of Mason’s current staff—poked his head in. He cleared his throat nervously. “Mr. Parker?”

      “Come in,” Mason said with a sigh, gesturing to an empty seat. “What can I do for you?”

      “We’re having a small celebration for Imogen Sands at Dartz tonight,” Joshua said, stepping into the room but not sitting down. “I’m just trying to estimate how many people are coming.”

      Mason smiled, more to himself than anything. He used to go to Dartz, a popular nightclub, all the time in his youth. In fact, he and Emily had met there, many years ago.

      But he had no place there now. He had a son to think about, and a nanny to deal with. He didn’t need to go to a club full of people dancing and flirting and drinking…

      Mason’s mouth, which had opened to issue his refusal, snapped closed. He considered Joshua, his eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “What time?”

      “Seven,” Joshua said, lighting up. “Are you coming, then, sir?”

      “Yes,” Mason said, coming to a decision. “And I’m bringing someone with me.”

      He couldn’t fix what had happened last night. But maybe he could take both his and Raine’s attention off it; a night out with other people might be just what they needed to get over this unhealthy fixation.

      A tiny voice in the back of his mind noted that he was genuinely falling for Raine and that a night out wouldn’t work to reverse that. He ignored it. This had to work, especially if he wanted everything to go back to normal.
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        * * *

      

      Raine had planned to spend the rest of her time at the Parkers’ mansion (and who knew how long that would be, considering she had slept with her boss) avoiding Mason as much as possible. From the way he had run away that morning, not even stopping for breakfast, she had thought he felt the same way.

      As such, she felt a little betrayed when he breezed in that afternoon, told Oliver that his grandparents were coming over to watch him, and then informed Raine that the two of them were going to a work party.

      “But—” she tried.

      He cut her off. “No excuses.” There was an odd gleam in his eyes that made her hesitant to argue any further. “This will be good for both of us.”

      She wasn’t sure how forcing them into proximity would be good for either of them, but she reluctantly got dressed and allowed Mason to usher her into the car when his parents arrived to watch Oliver. Mason, dressed in slacks and a button-down shirt, made her feel scruffy and underdressed in her jeans, shirt, and leather jacket.

      “Where are we going?” she asked, crossing her arms and slumping down in her seat.

      She didn’t want to be so close to him, not when she could still remember how his heated skin had felt as he pressed against her…

      “Dartz,” Mason replied. “Ever been there?”

      “A long time ago,” Raine said with a shrug.

      They were going to a club? At least there she could lose Mason and pretend, for a little while, that last night never happened. She still couldn’t believe she had let something like that happen; she should have pushed him away the moment he’d kissed her.

      But she hadn’t pushed him away, and they had done a lot more than kiss. They had slept together. Now there was an awkwardness between them she wasn’t sure she wanted to dissipate. The only reason she had agreed to this stupid party was because she wanted to keep her job.

      At least this party invitation meant her job was relatively secure. If Mason was giving her the night off to go to a party with him, then she doubted he was preparing to fire her.

      When the two of them stepped into the club, lights and sounds overwhelmed Raine’s senses. It had been a long time since she had been somewhere like this, and she unconsciously stepped closer to Mason, her arm brushing against his. Mason jumped as though her touch had electrocuted him, and Raine moved back, her face flushing.

      “Sorry.”

      Mason offered her a strained smile. “It’s fine.”

      Maybe it would be better if he did fire her. Was their working relationship even going to work now that they had slept together? Or would they flit around each other like they had today, too uncomfortable to even look at each other?

      “My colleagues are over there,” Mason said with a nod toward a group of people clustered in a corner. “You should come and meet them; they’ve been asking about you.”

      She gave him a puzzled frown. “Why?”

      “I don’t let just anyone close to me,” he said with a laugh.

      He meant it as a joke, but they both flinched the moment the words were out of Mason’s mouth, reminding them both of just how close they had become last night.

      Mason cleared his throat. “Anyway, they’re this way.”

      He led her through the crowd, ducking around the groups that littered the dance floor. Contrary to what he had said, Mason’s co-workers seemed no more interested in Raine’s presence than if she was a random stranger, but she put that down to the fact that all of them already had drinks in hand.

      “They’ve been here a little while already,” Mason murmured in her ear, his breath a warm caress against her skin. She shivered. “I left work late, so they’ve had a head start on the drinks.”

      “I see,” Raine said, stepping away from him.

      She looked up at him. Here, in the blinking lights and shifting shadows, he looked so much like someone she had once known. She squinted, trying to match his face to a fleeting memory, but then he stepped back and the memory disappeared. She had felt that same unexplained familiarity last night.

      In fact, there had been something about Mason from the moment she had met him, some strange connection that had sprung up between them as though it was just snapping back into place. Raine had felt drawn to him from the first, spurred on by half-forgotten impressions, whispers of long-ago words, and the ghosts of hidden memories.

      No, her mind had just created those imaginary connections. She didn’t remember ever having met Mason before. He likely just looked like someone she had met years ago, and her mind had pieced together a faulty memory to drive her even crazier than her impossible theories about Oliver.

      “Problem?” Mason asked.

      She shook her head. “None.”

      “Right… well, I’m going to go get a drink,” Mason said. He hesitated. “Want anything?”

      She had sworn off alcohol a long time ago, and she refused to return to those addiction-filled days. Unable to voice this, she shook her head with a tight smile.

      Raine thought he’d come back; as much as she didn’t want to be around him right now, he was the only person she knew in this crowd. The minutes slipped by, however, and he didn’t return. When she scanned the crowd for him, she found him lounging at the bar, deep in conversation with a tall, blonde woman.

      Right, he wasn’t coming back, then. Raine stayed where she was, glancing around for someone she might have once known. She wondered if she would even recognize someone she once knew if she saw them after a seven-year-long absence from their lives. Then she wondered if any of them would recognize her; she had changed a lot in that time.

      Maybe she ought to go home; she didn’t belong in a place like this, and she would be far happier curled up in an armchair in the living room with Oliver, reading a storybook. Hopefully, Mason’s parents wouldn’t mind too much if she came back early.

      She turned back to find Mason again in the crowd, making sure he was where she had last seen him so she could approach him and tell him her plan. When her eyes found him, however, she froze.

      Something dark and ugly roared through her as she watched the blonde woman reach out and place a hand on Mason’s shoulder, leaning forward to speak to him, her red lips inches from his. The feeling took her by surprise, and she clenched her hands at her sides, her nails digging into her palms.

      After a few moments and some deep breaths, the strange feeling subsided, but it didn’t go away. She wanted to go over there, rip that woman away from Mason, and make sure she never returned.

      Oh. Raine flushed as the realization hit her. She wasn’t an idiot—even if it took longer than it should have for her to get it. She was jealous.

      Was it because she had slept with Mason last night? Or was it because she had been one of the few to spend time with Mason over the last two weeks, making her believe that, in some way, he was now hers? The thought made her cringe, because she so badly wanted to hate Mason, but then, she remembered their frantic love-making the night before.

      She wanted to hate Mason, but instead, she just wanted him.

      It was then that Raine understood what Mason had intended tonight. He had brought her here so they could put last night behind them, so they could separate and meet other people after being cooped up together for so long.

      It was strangely sweet.

      It also meant that she couldn’t ruin his plans by going home yet.

      Well, if Mason was going to make an effort to restore the status quo after their mistake the night before, then she could at least make an effort, too. She headed to the bar to ask for some water. Maybe, if she was lucky, she would even have a little fun tonight.
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        * * *

      

      Mason was glad to see Raine relax. He watched as she chatted with Joshua at the bar, seeing the way the younger man’s eyes lit up at whatever they were talking about. Joshua was about Raine’s age, wasn’t he?

      This was a good thing.

      It was.

      He swallowed the lump in his throat, pretending he hadn’t seen the way Joshua grabbed Raine’s hand and pulled her, laughing, to the dancing floor. He turned away, back to the beautiful blonde woman he no longer wanted to talk to.

      This was what they needed to do to get back to normal, he told himself.

      He wondered who he was trying to fool.
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      When Raine went to bed that night, it was with a smile on her face. Joshua had given her his number, and had shrugged when she told him she wasn’t interested right now, laughing and saying it was worth a shot. She felt relaxed and happy for the first time in a long time. She would have to thank Mason; even if the night out hadn’t quite achieved the outcome he’d wanted, which was to make her forget that they ever slept together, it had helped her anyway.

      The contentment carried her all the way through the next day, right up until she answered a knock on the front door around mid-afternoon and was confronted with another bouquet, this one with flowers in vibrant reds, oranges, and yellows.

      Stunned, Raine signed for the delivery and took the flowers to the kitchen. She didn’t have to guess who had sent them this time. But why? The other bouquet, the one that had said “thank you,” still sat in the middle of the kitchen table. So what were these flowers for?

      She retrieved the card and opened it.

      Raine,

      I’m glad you’re staying with us after everything.

      Mason

      She raised an eyebrow. That was it? It was a nice sentiment, but did he have to send another bouquet to express it? He could have just texted her.

      Raine shook her head, not even noticing the affectionately exasperated smile on her face. Mason was really weird sometimes.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, at almost the same time, Raine received another bouquet from the same exasperated delivery man. This one’s flowers blushed all shades of pink. She took it to the kitchen, confused, and opened the card.

      Just because.

      Okay… that was a little weirder. She wondered if she should say something to Mason. But they were just flowers, right? And his appreciation made her happy, even if it made it hard to forget that there was a part of her that wandered as she lay awake at night, reliving the memory of his body moving with hers.

      She rolled her eyes and went to look for somewhere to put this newest bouquet, ignoring the voice in the back of her mind that insisted she put an end to this. She was sure it was fine.
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        * * *

      

      When Mason’s phone rang around mid-afternoon, he glanced at his watch and noted that the delivery man would have just stopped by. If he was honest, it surprised him that it had taken her three days to question his actions.

      “Hello?” he said into the phone.

      “What’s with all these flowers?” Raine demanded. She didn’t sound angry, just bewildered. “You didn’t even leave a card today!”

      He ignored her question. “Did you like the colors?”

      “What? Yes, the blues and pinks went well together. Mason, what’s going on? Why are you sending me flowers every day?”

      Because I can’t stop thinking about you, he thought. Because all I can think about is being with you. Because I burned with jealousy when I saw the way Joshua looked at you, and I’m not selfless enough to let you go anymore.

      “No reason,” he said aloud. “You’ve done so much for us. I just thought I should show you how much it means to me.”

      “Well… that’s nice, but I’m running out of places to put them!”

      “Fine, I’ll stop,” he chuckled. “Oh, my mother invited us out to dinner tonight. She wants to see the family. And she wants you there, too.”

      She paused.

      Mason held his breath; his mother hadn’t actually issued an invitation, but it would be easy enough to get one.

      “Okay,” she finally agreed. “Why does it feel as if you’re up to something?”

      “I’m not,” he lied. “Listen, I better get back to work, Raine. I’ll see you later tonight.”

      “Right… bye, then.”

      She hung up, and Mason released a slow breath. He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. He knew he was playing with fire.

      But he didn’t care anymore. He had lost the battle against his feelings for her, and now, he was determined to make Raine stay. Which meant that he would somehow have to get her to give in to her attraction and fall for him.

      He opened his eyes. He had a phone call to make.
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        * * *

      

      When Mason invited her to a spontaneous get-together for his entire family the night after dinner with his parents, Raine begged off, telling him she was sick.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t feel well,” she said, watching as Mason’s face fell. “But why don’t you guys go? I told Oliver he would get to see his cousins today, and he was very excited.”

      Emotions flitted across Mason’s face. Raine turned away so she wouldn’t reveal what she was feeling, busying herself with the coffee she was making.

      “Are you sure you’ll be okay here by yourself?” Mason finally asked, concern winning out over frustration and sadness.

      “I’ll be fine,” she laughed, surprised that her voice sounded so normal. “I’ll go straight to bed and be fine by tomorrow morning.”

      She ushered them out the door, Mason dragging his feet and Oliver cheering, and waved to them as they left. When the car turned out of the driveway, both her smile and her hand dropped.

      Mason was courting her.

      She had noticed it last night at dinner with his parents. Mason might be good at disguising his true intentions, but his parents were not. His mother had watched Raine with thinly veiled interest and had asked her very pointed questions while her husband ran interference with his son.

      That dinner hadn’t just been a simple occasion. Mason had been introducing her to his parents as his potential… something.

      The thought was sweet. And horrifying. Mostly horrifying, because she didn’t want Mason to court her. Hadn’t they agreed to put this behind them? Why on earth would Mason change his mind?

      Something must have happened. Maybe someone had said something, or he had discovered something…

      Raine froze mid-step.

      Had Mason discovered that Oliver might be her son? After all, Oliver was enough like her that Mason would have to be blind not to see it at this point! Was he courting her just because he wanted Oliver to have a mother?

      He hadn’t given her any indication that this might be the truth… but what if it was? Raine should have felt relief at finding a reason for the weirdness, but all she felt was an odd pang at the thought that Mason might not be acting like this because he genuinely liked her.

      If he had noticed the similarities between Raine and Oliver, or if he did suspect she was Oliver’s mother, why hadn’t he said anything? Maybe he didn’t realize she knew?

      Her thoughts were all over the place. All she wanted was to go home to her parents, curl up in bed, and never face the world again. Everything that was happening was too confusing, and she didn’t know how to make sense of any of it.

      Although, at least she knew where she might get some answers. She had found a small cabinet while she was cleaning up after Oliver earlier today. It stood next to the couch in the living room, covered by a handmade blanket. She wouldn’t have realized anything of interest was there if one of Oliver’s cars hadn’t rolled under the blanket.

      There was no lock on it, and a quick peek inside, right before she’d heard Mason walk in the door, had told her it was full of documents of some sort. She didn’t know if she would find anything there, but she had to try. She needed to know something before she could move on from the confusion that plagued her.

      Now, with both Mason and Oliver out of the house, it was the perfect time to look in that cabinet. She hadn’t planned it like that, but she was glad that something was working out for her. She straightened her shoulders and marched to the living room.

      The first few documents that Raine lifted from the pile were business degrees that Mason had gotten a few years ago. There were a few papers explaining the insurance policies for the house and the cars, and she put all these aside without looking, uncomfortable with prying too deeply into Mason’s life.

      It wasn’t until she got halfway through the pile that Raine found something. She saw Oliver’s name first, and she scanned the document, realizing she was holding Oliver’s birth certificate.

      It was just as Dr. Gates had told her; Oliver had been born on the same day—at the same time, even—as her son. His doctor had been the same as hers. But that wasn’t possible. Dr. Monroe couldn’t have been in two places at once.

      This birth certificate was proof she might not be crazy. How could Dr. Monroe have delivered Oliver if he was in her room, delivering her stillborn son? He couldn’t have been.

      It wasn’t possible unless Oliver and her son were actually the same child.

      She couldn’t look anymore. Raine gathered the documents and shoved them back into the cabinet. She ran upstairs; her chest was tight and her eyes felt hot with tears. Sharp betrayal raced through her. Her doctor and Mason… the two of them had done this.

      They had stolen her son and allowed her to think she had lost him. It was the only possibility. She didn’t have all the details… but she was finally certain she wasn’t wrong.
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      Mason was still a little disappointed when he got home, carrying a sleeping Oliver. He had hoped that Raine would have fun at the family gathering his aunt had decided to throw out of the blue. He knew, from her stories, that her parents were her only family, and, one day, he hoped she would be open to accepting his far larger family.

      Still, she hadn’t looked well when he left, so her claims of illness were most likely true. Resolving to check on her, Mason carried Oliver upstairs, lowered him into bed, and tucked him in. He pressed a kiss to the top of Oliver’s head and stepped back, smiling down at his sleeping son’s face.

      It was funny how much Mason saw of Raine in Oliver these days. His son had started copying some of her mannerisms, and Mason had even noticed that Raine’s hair, underneath the black she’d dyed it, was the same chestnut brown as Oliver’s when he’d seen her roots the other day.

      It was probably because Raine was fast becoming Oliver’s second favorite person in the world. Laughing to himself, he closed the door of Oliver’s room. He wondered what Raine would say if he told her that. He imagined she wouldn’t take it as well as he would have hoped right now.

      Raine’s door was ajar. Hoping he wasn’t crossing a line but needing to know she was okay, Mason knocked and pushed the door open, wondering if she had fallen asleep.

      He frowned. She wasn’t in her room.

      Was she downstairs? She hadn’t come out to greet them, but Mason had come in quietly, not wanting to wake Oliver. Maybe she was reading in the living room and hadn’t heard them enter the house?

      He padded down the stairs in his socks and looked down the hall toward the living room. The light was off, so she couldn’t be in there unless she was sitting in the dark. There was, however, a light on in the kitchen, so he changed direction and headed there instead.

      Sure enough, there she sat on a stool at the counter, a glass of water in front of her. She had a melancholy expression on her face, and he hesitated to disturb her. Still, he stepped toward her, clearing his throat.

      She looked up in surprise. “You’re back,” she said, her voice strangely flat.

      “Yeah, just now,” Mason said with a smile. He searched her face. Her eyes were cold and showed no evidence of the smile on her lips. It made him nervous. “Are you feeling better?”

      “Much.”

      He didn’t know what was wrong with her, but he knew he didn’t like it. He didn’t really want to spend any time with this Raine—who didn’t look like she wanted any company anyway—but he also didn’t want to leave whatever this was unresolved. Plus, he got the impression that, if he walked away now, he would ruin any potential relationship they might share.

      “I was thinking of having a glass of wine before bed,” he said. “Would you like to join me?”

      Raine watched as he pulled down a bottle, a complicated myriad of emotions playing over her face. She nodded. “Just a small one.”

      Mason nodded back. He had noticed how she had avoided alcohol at the club, and she hadn’t drunk anything alcoholic the entire time he had known her. He wondered if there was a reason for that, but he let the question fade. Now was not the time to ask.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked as he brought two glasses over.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “You seem down about something,” he said with a shrug.

      She glanced at him.

      Mason considered how little he knew about Raine. He knew very little of her past, or of that “tough time” she’d cited as the reason for her unemployment. How tough had that time been? Could it still be affecting her now? He wished he knew the details so he knew how to comfort her.

      Minutes passed in silence as they sipped their wine, and Mason had given up on Raine saying any more when she spoke.

      “Just memories.” She sighed. “I told you that things went bad for me for a long time?”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      “Seven years ago… I lost a child.”

      She took a long drink of her wine, and Mason’s eyes widened in horror. He’d had no idea she had gone through something so traumatic. When she’d said “tough time,” he’d thought she meant a broken leg that took a long time to heal or the death of a close friend—both awful experiences, but nothing compared to losing a child. Mason ached to wrap her in his arms, but then he noticed the suspicious look on her face and reigned in the impulse.

      “How old was your child?” he asked instead.

      “He was stillborn,” she said, looking down at her glass. “He would be the same age as Oliver now.”

      A stillborn child… a son that would have been the same age as Oliver… Mason tried to imagine what it would have been like if he had lost Oliver like that. But he couldn’t bear to imagine it. He didn’t want to imagine what his life would be like without Oliver.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said. He knew it was seven years too late to say the words, and he knew they couldn’t ease her pain, but he wanted to give them to her anyway.

      “Thank you,” she murmured. “It was seven years ago, but it still hurts. It took a long time to get back on my feet. The loss of my son… that was the beginning of a dark period in my life; I went off the rails, and my friends disappeared one by one until all I had left were my parents. We even moved from my childhood home because the area held too many memories, too many reminders of what could have been.”

      “Your childhood home was around here, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      Raine slumped against the counter with a heavy sigh and glanced at him. She was searching for something, but Mason didn’t know what it was. He tried to make his expression as open as possible, and she frowned, dissatisfied with whatever she was or wasn’t seeing.

      “I can’t imagine losing Oliver,” he offered. “He’s my entire world.” He drew in a deep breath. “Before, I was happy you were here because you’ve done so much for the two of us, but now, I’m happy you’re here for your sake, too.” Unable to help himself, he picked up her hands in both his, making her start. “I know it won’t fill the hole your son left, but if loving Oliver can help at all, I’m glad to see how much you love him. And how much he loves you.”

      Her eyes went wide. Then, finally, her expression cleared, and her whole body relaxed. “Thank you,” she said, her voice cracking.

      Reluctantly, Mason released her hands and picked up his glass. He wasn’t sure what that had all been about, but he had the strangest feeling he had just passed some sort of test.

      “Since you shared something so big, I will, too,” he said. “You know Emily left me?”

      “Yeah?” Raine said, tilting her head.

      Mason looked away; the view of her neck reminded him how he had pressed kisses down it the other night.

      “I don’t think I told you why. Emily and I married for convenience. I needed my parents off my back about families and grandkids, and she wanted to marry into money. We were fond of each other, but I was a huge flirt. And… one night, I went too far. It was an accident, and I was drunk, but it was no excuse.” He laughed bitterly. “She tried very hard to forgive me, to her credit, but we were never quite right after that. When Oliver came along, I thought it might fix things, but she could never look at Oliver like he was precious to her. I think her anger with me contaminated her love for him. It wasn’t much of a surprise when she left, just that she did so in secrecy.”

      “But Oliver is her son. He had nothing to do with what happened. Why would she let her anger at you affect her love for him?” Raine asked, frowning.

      Because he wasn’t her son, Mason wanted to say, but he swallowed the words. “That might be a story for another time,” he said. “Anyway, losing Emily was harder than I expected. Oliver was only two years old when she left, and I wasn’t prepared to be a single father. I loved Oliver so much, but that first year on my own was the hardest. After a few months, my mother stepped in to help me. It’s still hard at times, but we’re getting there.”

      “Do you think Emily will ever come back?” Raine asked cautiously.

      “Part of me hopes so, for Oliver’s sake,” Mason told her. “She was still his mother, and I think she did love him. But the rest of me hopes she doesn’t. She’s stayed away this long; it wouldn’t make any sense for her to return now, especially now that we’ve settled into a comfortable routine without her.”

      Especially now that he had found someone else with whom he wanted to share his life. Emily had left a large hole in his life and his heart, and he hadn’t thought anyone would ever fill it. He hadn’t realized how much he had really loved his ex-wife until she had left.

      Then Raine had come along, filling the void he’d long since accepted as permanent and settling into the space in his heart beside Oliver. Mason didn’t want to lose her.

      “It’s fine, anyway,” he said to Raine. “Emily left a long time ago.”

      She pursed her lips in a frown. “Just because it happened a long time ago doesn’t mean it hurts any less.”

      Mason smiled sadly. “No,” he agreed. “But look at us. We’ve gotten back on our feet and we’re finally making something of our lives.”

      Panic crossed Raine’s face so fast that Mason thought he might have imagined it. He didn’t, however, imagine the way she blushed.

      “It’s harder than it looks to let go,” she muttered.

      “Yeah, but we do our best.”

      She looked up at him. In the dim light, shadows played over her face, Mason wished she could stay here with him in this house forever. Her arm brushed against his, making goosebumps rise on his skin.

      He couldn’t help it. She was so beautiful. He had told himself that he needed to take a step back so he didn’t chase her away, but he couldn’t stop himself from leaning forward. Her eyes fluttered closed in anticipation.

      The light brush of their lips was far sweeter than the harsh, bruising kisses they had shared the other night. Mason lifted his hand to cradle the back of her head and deepened the kiss, feeling her eyelashes brush against his cheeks.

      This was far more intimate than anything they’d shared so far. When they had slept together, it had been all exploding tension and confused feelings as they rushed through sex before they could think too much about it and change their minds. This was a different connection, slow and soft and affectionate.

      Suddenly, Raine pulled back with a gasp, her eyes wide and shocked, her cheeks flushed.

      Mason cringed. He hadn’t meant to do that. “Sorry,” he began, but he immediately realized he shouldn’t have said anything. The sound of his voice jolted her out of her shocked state, and she jumped off her stool, backing away from him before fleeing the room. He heard her running up the stairs.

      Shit.

      Mason groaned and let his head fall to the counter with a thump. They had been having a very nice moment, sharing their pasts, cultivating an actual relationship, and he had ruined it. He wondered if she would be as skittish around him tomorrow as she had been the other morning.

      It was so important to him that he did everything right with Raine. So why did he keep screwing up like this?
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      “Sorry.”

      As soon as the word came out of Mason’s mouth, Raine was on her feet and out the door. She didn’t wait to see if he said anything else or if he was coming after her. She just knew she had to get out of there and away from him. Dashing up the stairs and into her room, she slammed the door closed, knowing he would never invade her privacy by opening it. Her heart racing, she leaned against the closed door.

      She listened closely, waiting to see if Mason would follow her upstairs, but she heard nothing. Too late, she remembered Oliver, and she hoped she hadn’t woken him in her hurry to get away from his father.

      Eventually, she realized that Mason hadn’t followed her and probably didn’t intend to come upstairs soon. Letting out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding, Raine backed away from the door and flopped onto her bed.

      She couldn’t believe she had responded to his kiss again. This one had been even more powerful, all gentle persuasion and sweet promises. And, even worse, a large part of her wanted to walk down the stairs and kiss him again.

      Raine cursed herself, staring up at the ceiling. This thing with Mason was getting way out of hand if a simple kiss could affect her so strongly.

      But she just couldn’t pull herself away from him anymore. She wanted to hate him for taking her son—except she didn’t know anymore if he’d even had a part in that. He had seemed honest in his reactions to her story, and he’d seemed so genuine when he’d told her he was glad she was here with him and Oliver… either he had no idea Oliver was her son or he was a damn good liar. Plus, she wanted to maintain a professional relationship with him since he had hired her to do a job (A little voice in the back of her mind reminded her that their professional relationship had ended the moment she’d slept with him.), but all these feelings kept getting in the way.

      Raine rolled over and buried her face in her pillow. She wanted to scream.

      She really needed to sort this all out.
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        * * *

      

      Mason did not look surprised when she came down the stairs the next morning and asked politely for a day off.

      He just gave her a half-smile. “I’ve already called in sick.”

      She didn’t think he intended for her to feel bad about that, but she did.

      “Where are you going?” Oliver asked curiously from his place at the kitchen table.

      “Not far,” Raine promised him, ruffling his hair. “I’ll probably just visit my mom and dad. One day, I’ll introduce you to them.”

      “Really?” Mason asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Yeah,” she said, smiling slightly at him.

      She picked up her bag and hesitated for a moment over the keys, wondering if it was presumptuous to take his ex-wife’s car after what had happened.

      The sight must have been amusing because Mason laughed. “Raine, just take the car.”

      “Right,” she said. She felt foolish as she swiped the keys off the table. “I’ll be back before dinner.”

      With a cheerful “Bye!” from Oliver, she headed out the door. She was glad she’d be taking the car; it would be much easier to get to where she wanted to go.

      Contrary to what she had told Oliver, she was not going to see her parents. No, she planned to go to the hospital to track down Dr. Monroe.

      She wouldn’t get any peace until she got to the bottom of this mystery. How could she hope to have any sort of relationship—even a friendly one—with Mason if part of her was always suspecting him of having stolen her son?

      In fact, how could she go on with any part of her life until she found out the truth?

      Dr. Monroe was the only person who could give her answers now.

      The drive to the hospital was quiet, so unlike the drives to and from the school with Oliver chattering in her ear. Raine still felt bad that she was skipping out on Mason and Oliver today, but she had to take care of this once and for all.

      It was easier for her to enter the hospital this time. She didn’t even stop at the front desk, heading straight up to Maternity. There was a nurse at the desk this time, clicking away at something on the computer, and she looked up with a friendly smile as Raine approached.

      “May I help you?” she asked.

      “Yes, I need to see Dr. Monroe about an urgent matter,” Raine said, hoping to sound important. “Is he here today?”

      “He’s here; I’ll page him for you,” the nurse said kindly. “What was your name?”

      “Raine Hart.”

      The nurse nodded and Raine stepped away from the desk. She was nervous, and her hands shook at her sides. Unlike the last time she was here, however, she wasn’t leaving without getting the answers she wanted, no matter what those answers were.

      Her resolve almost faltered when she turned at the sound of footsteps and saw Dr. Monroe striding toward her. His hair had started graying and a few more wrinkles lined his face, but he was otherwise exactly the same as he’d been when he sat in her hospital room and told her that her baby had been stillborn, that they had been lucky she hadn’t died, too.

      Unexpected anger flared in her chest. Had he lied to her? Had he kept her son’s true whereabouts secret all these years? And if he had, for what reason?

      Wait, she reminded herself. She hadn’t heard him out yet. It was time she stopped jumping to conclusions.

      “Raine, it’s been a long time,” the doctor said with a small smile, reaching out to shake her hand. “You’re looking well.”

      With a start, Raine realized that he had meant it. She had noticed that she had been looking healthier since she had started working with Mason and Oliver. She found herself smiling.

      “I found a purpose,” she said vaguely.

      “Good,” Dr. Monroe said. “Now, the nurse said you wanted to see me about something urgent?”

      Was it her imagination, or did he look nervous?

      She glanced at the nurse at the desk. “Can we talk privately?”

      Dr. Monroe nodded, frowning, and led her to a cluttered office. A picture on the desk showed him standing with two children and a beautiful woman in the snow.

      “My family,” the doctor said, following her gaze. “We went skiing four months ago.”

      “Looks like fun,” she noted, looking at the joy on their faces.

      She could see other evidence of his children around the office: scrawled crayon drawings, several pictures of wide grins, and a misshapen coffee mug one of them had obviously made in a pottery class at school with “DADDY” written on it in large, childish letters. Raine thought to herself that he must love his children very much.

      A man like this, a man who had a family—who had children—he adored… would he really do what she thought he had? She shook her head to clear away the questions. She was still jumping to conclusions.

      “Sit, please,” Dr. Monroe offered, gesturing to a chair in front of his desk as he sat in his own comfier chair. “Tell me what’s on your mind, Raine. I have a little time before my next appointment.”

      “Thank you,” Raine said. She hesitated. “This entire story is going to sound crazy.”

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Dr. Monroe laughed.

      “Well, it started when I came across Oliver and Mason Parker a few weeks ago,” she began, watching closely for his reaction.

      His amusement abruptly faded. Something flashed across his face, too fast for her to decide what it was, and he leaned back in his chair.

      “I remember Oliver Parker,” he said. “He was delivered here. His mother was certainly loud and demanding.”

      She searched for some hint of a lie. But shutters had closed over his face and she found nothing.

      “Yeah… sorry, I was just in a bad place when I came across them, and Oliver looked like… looked like…” She cleared her throat. “He looked like he could have been my son. Then, I came to the hospital, but you were busy.”

      Raine hesitated. She didn’t want to cause trouble for Dr. Gates, so she skipped over that part of her story and instead told him how she had responded to an advertisement that Mason Parker had put online, and how she’d been working for them for several weeks now.

      “Then, I found Oliver’s birth certificate,” she confessed. “He was born on the exact same day and at the exact same time as my son, and you were the attending doctor for both births. I’m sorry, I know it all sounds crazy… but did something happen the day my son was born?”

      She had imagined this moment a dozen times and had played out any number of reactions. Maybe he’d confess now that she had caught him in his lies. Or maybe he’d deny everything. In the worst-case scenario, he’d get angry and throw her out; in the best-case scenario, he’d gently tell her how it was all in her head and send her on her way.

      Somehow, though, in all those scenarios, she’d never imagined him throwing his head back and laughing. But that was just what he did.

      Raine flushed, feeling hurt by his reaction. Everything she’d said was serious, and he was treating it like it was just a big joke.

      “Sorry, sorry!” Dr. Monroe said, still chuckling as Raine scowled. “Sorry, it’s just… I’ve seen Oliver Parker a few times, and I remember thinking once or twice that he looked like you.”

      “You did?” Raine asked, taken aback.

      “Yes.” His amusement fading, Dr. Monroe smiled sadly. “I don’t lose many children, Raine, but the ones I do stick with me. When I saw Oliver Parker several months ago, I remember thinking that was what your son could have looked like if he had gotten the chance to grow up.”

      “Oh,” Raine said, sinking low in her seat.

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have laughed,” Dr. Monroe continued. “But, Raine, you must know how strange it all sounds. And now you’ve followed this poor family around, believing in some conspiracy theory?”

      “It seemed…” It seemed logical at the time, she couldn’t bring herself to say.

      “I know the death of your son and your own near-death experience were hard on you, Raine, but I think it’s time for you to let it go. It sounds like the Parkers really value you. Maybe it’s time you let go of the past and start your life over with them now?”

      “I…” It did sound like a nice prospect, but she needed to be sure. “But Oliver’s documents were in my son’s file.”

      “What?” Dr. Monroe blinked, startled. “They are? And how on earth do you know that?”

      “You know, people looking the other way and all that. It’s not so hard to find out things,” Raine said, waving a dismissive hand. “But the fact is that Oliver’s information was in my son’s file. How do you explain that?”

      Dr. Monroe sighed. “This will probably surprise you, but it’s difficult to keep up with multiple births in a day. I or someone else just mixed up the folders.”

      Yes, that was a perfectly rational explanation.

      “But how were you at two births at the exact same time?” Raine countered, grasping at straws.

      “I oversaw both births,” Dr. Monroe said patiently. “I was not present at Oliver’s birth because of all the complications with yours. Another doctor did me the favor of helping Emily Parker with her birth. I just signed the paperwork.”

      Well.

      Now she felt like a royal idiot.

      That had been her last, most damning evidence. Raine felt tears prick at her eyes. Was this it? Was it over?

      “Why don’t you go home, Raine?” Dr. Monroe prompted. “I’m sorry this is still affecting you so greatly.”

      After exchanging goodbyes with Dr. Monroe, Raine left the building.  It was raining now, and she stared out at the cloudy, gray sky. She finally had her answers. And all they proved was that she had, in fact, gone crazy.

      She had expected to feel angry or sad. But, as Raine stood outside the front entrance, she felt strangely free. It was as though a huge burden had lifted from her shoulders.

      Oliver wasn’t her son.

      And Mason hadn’t stolen him.

      She laughed, and a huge smile spread across her face, startling a couple nearby who was leaving the hospital.

      Raine knew what she wanted to do now. She wanted to go home.

      She wanted to go to Mason. Because if he hadn’t stolen her son… if he wasn’t involved in the huge conspiracy she had made up in her grief… then his feelings were genuine.

      He actually wanted to be with her.

      And she wanted to be with him. She could finally admit to herself that she was falling for him, far too fast to stop herself.

      Last night, Mason had put himself out there and admitted his feelings for her.

      Now, it was her turn to respond.
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      Mason didn’t want to worry about where Raine had gone. He didn’t want to be the type of boyfriend (he grimaced; Raine had made it very clear last night she didn’t want that sort of relationship with him) that demanded to know where she was at all hours of the day.

      It wasn’t as though he even needed to know where she was. That wasn’t his main concern. He just wanted to know if she was coming back.

      Because if she didn’t come back, then he had just ruined the best thing that had happened to him and Oliver in years. He had done the thing he had sworn not to do from the start and had driven away the nanny that Oliver had come to love.

      He really was an idiot.

      “Daddy?”

      Mason looked up.

      Oliver stood in the doorway, a toy car held in each hand. “Come play? Raine likes playing with the cars.”

      “Does she?” Mason asked, hauling himself to his feet. He could attend his pity party later; right now, his son needed him.

      “Yeah!” Oliver said enthusiastically. “She always picks the yellow car!”

      “So, the yellow car is Raine’s, and I always pick the blue car, so that’s mine. And yours is…”

      “The red one!” Oliver cheered.

      Mason laughed. No matter how bad he felt, Oliver could always cheer him up. One look at his son’s smile and all his worries just fell away.

      “How come you’re not at work?” Oliver asked as the two of them sat down on the living room floor.

      Mason raised an eyebrow. Several weeks ago, Oliver had asked him why he had to go to work. Things had certainly changed in a short space of time.

      “I took a day off,” he said with a shrug. “Since Raine wanted to see her mom and dad, I thought you and I could spend some time together.”

      Oliver giggled, obviously pleased and not sensing the lie. “You know, Raine said her dad was the best cook, but I think Grandma is the best cook.”

      “Well, I think Grandma is the best cook, but Raine’s dad is the best baker,” Mason said. “He makes really yummy cakes, right?”

      Oliver went quiet. He had already proclaimed the cakes and pastries that Raine’s dad had sent them the yummiest food ever.

      “Maybe,” he said, tossing his head. Suddenly, he lit up. “Did you see the dinosaur Raine made me?”

      “No?” Mason said, taken aback. When had Raine done that? “Can I see?”

      Abandoning the cars, Oliver scrambled to his feet and ran to the toy box. He grabbed a soft blue toy on top and dashed back to his father, holding it out. “See!”

      Mason looked at the toy. Raine had chosen a velvety material for the dinosaur’s skin, and, on the toy’s left foot, she had carefully sewed “OLIVER” in block letters. He swallowed. She had clearly put a lot of time and love into it.

      “I helped,” Oliver said proudly. “Raine let me pick the color and everything!”

      “The two of you did a great job,” Mason said. “What did you name him?”

      Oliver grinned. “Dino.”

      Mason couldn’t stop himself from snorting. Sometimes kids were the most imaginative creatures on the planet. And then, sometimes, they came up with a name like “Dino” for a toy dinosaur.

      Mason lost himself in Oliver’s imaginative world, but a tiny corner of his mind played his worries on a loop, noting every minute he hadn’t heard from Raine. He wished he knew what was going on in her mind.

      He knew it must be bad. She hadn’t asked for a day off before—not even after they’d slept together. Last night’s kiss must have really bothered her. He just wished he knew why.

      “Wrong car, Daddy!”

      Startled, Mason looked down. Without thinking, he had grabbed the car in Raine’s chosen color, the yellow one. He really couldn’t get her out of his head.

      “Sorry, buddy,” he said to his pouting son.

      He glanced at the clock. Only an hour had passed. It felt like so much longer. How was he supposed to keep doing this all day?

      “Interested in going to see Grandma and Grandpa?” he asked Oliver, making a quick decision.

      He wanted to spend time with his son, but, like Raine, he needed to sort himself out first. He couldn’t do that while sitting on the floor playing with cars.

      Oliver lit up. “Yeah! Now?”

      “As soon as you get your shoes,” Mason promised.

      Oliver dashed off. At least he was pleased with the idea and hadn’t argued with his father about going. With Oliver out of the house for a little while, Mason could think things over. And he could speak to Raine if she returned today without worrying about Oliver overhearing.

      Sighing, he unlocked his phone and scrolled down his list of contacts until he found the number he wanted. He pressed his phone against his ear, listening to it ring.

      “Hello?” came his mother’s voice.

      “Hey, Mom, it’s Mason.”

      “Mason, I’m surprised to hear from you so soon,” his mother teased. “After seeing us two nights in a row, you must be sick of us by now.”

      Mason wanted to laugh. But he just wasn’t in the mood for it. “Will you look after Oliver for a little while?” he asked hopefully.

      “Of course. Is everything okay?”

      He opened his mouth to assure her everything was fine, but then he snapped it closed again. “I kissed Raine last night,” he admitted. “And she ran away.”

      His mother went silent for a long moment. And then, she giggled.

      “It isn’t funny,” Mason groaned.

      “It is a little,” his mother countered, amusement still evident in her voice. “Did she say anything before she ran off?”

      “She just looked kind of horrified,” Mason said. His mother cleared her throat, and he suspected she was trying not to laugh again. “And then she flew out the door. She asked for the day off to go see her parents.”

      “That’s probably the best thing for her. Things might be changing a little too fast for her. Give her some space to work it all out in her head and I think everything will be fine.”

      Mason didn’t want to give Raine space. She kept taking every bit of space he gave her and using it to run as fast as she could in the other direction.

      He sighed. “I’ll try. Anyway, I’ll bring Oliver over soon.”

      “As soon as you’re ready,” his mother said. “And Mason?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Raine seems like a sweet girl, and she’s obviously very fond of you. I don’t know why she’s running away, but isn’t that something you need to find out by talking to her?”

      “You’re right,” Mason said, wincing a little at the gentle rebuke. “Okay, see you soon. Bye, Mom.”

      He hung up before she could say anything else. Oliver raced into the room, shoelaces trailing behind him.

      “Ready!” he beamed.

      Mason smiled and got to his feet. He hoped his mother would refrain from making any more pointed statements with Oliver in the room.

      Maybe, if he was lucky, he would get home to find that Raine had returned, as well.
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        * * *

      

      Raine hadn’t returned. The house was empty and silent, reminding Mason of the times when his parents looked after Oliver while he was trying to figure out his divorce with Emily. It was too quiet. He’d gotten used to Oliver running around and Raine either trying to stop him or joining in with his games.

      Mason smiled to himself. He loved watching Raine and Oliver play together. Oliver loved her. That was why Mason didn’t want her to go—for his son’s sake.

      (And for his own. But he wasn’t owning up to that.)

      Sighing, Mason headed to the kitchen. He, Raine, and Oliver had been spending a lot of time in this room since Raine had arrived. Oliver was constantly demanding that Raine teach him how to make cookies or cupcakes. More often than not, Mason came home to a kitchen covered in flour, but Raine and Oliver were always laughing, so he couldn’t bring himself to be mad about the mess.

      Was he going to lose all that? Would he have to return to splitting his time between business and family until the board grew sick of his excuses and kicked him out of his own company?

      Raine had brought so much joy and light into his and Oliver’s life. Mason hadn’t realized how dark and depressing everything in his life had been until she swept in like a mysterious whirlwind.

      He didn’t want her to leave. He would respect her decision if she decided to go—even if he did so reluctantly—but… he didn’t want her to leave them.

      Reaching into the highest cabinet, he pulled down a bottle of whiskey.  He took both the bottle and a glass to the table and slumped into a chair. After everything that had gone wrong, he was starting to feel like the world’s biggest joke.

      Mason was just pouring whiskey into his glass when he heard the front door crash open. He jumped, shocked, and then he heard a familiar voice cursing loudly. His heart jumped into his throat.

      Raine had returned from wherever she had been.

      He didn’t move. He sat there, listening to her close the door more and walk down the hall toward the kitchen. What was he supposed to say to her? He sat up straighter, wishing he had time to hide the alcohol away; he almost never drank during the day, but today was a special occasion.

      Courtesy of the rain pouring down outside, she was completely drenched when she appeared in the doorway. She grinned at him, brushing her wet hair out of her face.

      “Hey,” she said. She looked around. “Where’s Oliver?”

      “Uh, I dropped him off with my parents about an hour ago,” Mason replied. His mouth was moving without permission; he hadn’t worked out how to make this right yet.

      Her grinned broadened. Her eyes were sparkling, and he realized he had never seen such a happy, free expression on her face.

      “Okay,” she said.

      She strode toward him. Mason watched her, his brow furrowing as she reached for him. Was she going to hit him? He wasn’t sure he deserved that.

      Instead of hitting him, however, she gently cupped his face and pressed her lips to his.

      It was the first time she had initiated such intimate contact between them. When she pulled away, smiling softly, Mason stared at her.

      “What was that for?” he asked before his brain could catch up.

      “An apology,” she said. “I’m sorry for running off like that last night. There was so much going on, and I didn’t know what I wanted. But I do now.”

      She kissed him again.

      Mason’s heartbeat quickened. “And what do you want?”

      “You,” she murmured.

      The ache in his chest disappeared as though it had never been there. He leaned up to kiss her, feeling happier than he’d ever thought possible.

      “I’m sorry everything’s moving so fast,” he said when he pulled back. “But you’re beautiful, Raine. And you’re smart and funny and irresistible. I want to hear all your stories. I want to be with you.”

      He couldn’t say who moved first this time, but then they were kissing again, fiercer and more heated. Mason stood from his chair, almost knocking it over, and wrapped his arms around Raine’s waist. At some point, they began making their way toward the stairs and then up them, almost stumbling when Raine stepped on the squeaky stair.

      Raine laughed against his lips and pulled back, taking his hand in hers. Mason smiled up at her, his heart full as she tugged him up the stairs.

      He wasn’t sure how they’d gotten to this point. But it didn’t matter. He was just happy they’d finally gotten here.
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      The next morning, as Raine pulled out bread and milk for breakfast, she found herself humming. It was strange how peaceful she felt; when was the last time she had been so content?

      The knowledge that Oliver wasn’t her son should have been cause for unhappiness, but it wasn’t. She finally had the answers she’d wanted. And, even if she wasn’t Oliver’s mother, over the past couple weeks, she’d come to love him as her own. She knew the love she felt for him wouldn’t replace or diminish the love she felt for her own son, but now, at least, she could stop thinking up half-crazed theories about the child she’d lost years ago.

      The grief was still there, simmering beneath the surface. But it was a lot easier to deal with now. She had gotten the closure she had sought for so long. Yes, her son was gone. But she had gained so much in her search for answers.

      “You’re happy,” Mason commented as he came up behind her and slid his arms around her waist.

      Raine jumped. She hadn’t heard him sneak up on her. Then, she grinned and turned in his arms, leaning up to press a kiss to his lips. After spending so long pretending she didn’t want to kiss him, it delighted her that she could now do it without feeling a rush of conflicting emotions.

      “Yeah,” she said simply. “Are you hungry?”

      “Starving. Oliver is still in bed.”

      Raine smiled. They had gone to retrieve Oliver from his grandparents’ house after they had sorted everything out. When they’d returned, they had put the sleepy boy to bed and slipped into Mason’s room to lie in each other’s arms for hours while they spoke about what to do next.

      Mason had been all for starting a relationship. Raine was unsure. She was still technically his employee, but the larger part of her wanted to start a relationship as much as he did.

      “We’ll get him up a little later since it’s Saturday,” Raine decided. “We can have breakfast together, and we’ll have time for… other things.”

      She kissed him again, stepping closer. When she pulled away, his eyes had darkened in desire, and his hands tightened around her waist as the charged air around them began to sizzle with heat.

      “Or we could just skip breakfast,” he suggested in a low voice.

      Raine pretended to consider this, then stepped away, making Mason blink in surprise.

      “Sorry, I don’t want the toast to burn,” she said, giving him a teasing smile.

      Mason laughed and shook his head. He surveyed Raine with a warmth in his eyes that made her feel like she was standing outside on a sunny day.

      She had been a little concerned that things might be awkward between them with the newness of their potential relationship hanging over their heads. But, as they sat for breakfast and talked and laughed, Raine found that they had slipped into the same easy camaraderie they had developed over the last few weeks. The only difference was that now Raine could run her foot along Mason’s ankle under the table.

      It was as they were clearing away the dishes, about to head upstairs to wake Oliver, that a knock sounded at the front door.

      Raine blinked at Mason, confused. “Are you expecting someone today?”

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. “My parents often drop in unannounced, but they usually just walk straight in.”

      Raine looked at Mason and then down at herself. She had thrown her pajamas on and wrapped a robe around herself before coming downstairs; Mason was only wearing a pair of pajama pants. “I’ll go see who it is,” she decided.

      Mason grinned at her as she left the room. Raine laughed softly to herself. Nothing, not even this unexpected interruption of her morning, could darken her mood.

      Or so she thought.

      Then, she opened the door and found Emily Parker standing on the doorstep.

      For a long moment, they just stared at each other. Raine, who only recognized Emily from magazines and the family pictures around the house, stared at the other woman open-mouthed, too stunned to say anything. Emily, with a flare of shocked recognition in her eyes (Raine didn’t know how the ex-wife of a billionaire would know her), opened and closed her mouth a few times.

      “Raine?” Mason called from somewhere behind her. “Who is it?”

      “It’s…” The words got stuck in her throat. “It’s Emily.”

      There was a long beat of silence, and then Mason appeared at her shoulder. She didn’t look up to see his expression, still busy looking at Emily as though she was a ghost.

      Mason sputtered. “Emily? What… how…?”

      “Mason, I came to speak to you about something,” Emily said. Her eyes flicked over to Raine again. “It’s very important.”

      Somehow—perhaps because of the sinking feeling in her stomach—Raine just knew Emily had arrived to shatter their newfound contentment.
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        * * *

      

      Mason wasn’t sure how he should feel as he closed the door to the study and turned to face Emily. He had asked Raine to wake Oliver, making her promise not to tell him about Emily until he figured out what his ex-wife wanted.

      “Where have you been?” he demanded. “You filed for divorce, and then you completely disappeared! I couldn’t find you anywhere!”

      “That’s one of the reasons I came,” Emily said with a pained expression on her face. “But we have something damn more important to address. What is she doing here?”

      Her face had twisted into a distinctly disgusted expression. It took Mason aback. Emily acted as if she knew Raine, but Raine hadn’t mentioned ever being acquainted with his ex-wife.

      “Raine? She’s my nanny. I hired her because I needed help when I returned to work.”

      “Are you sleeping with her?”

      Mason frowned, indignant. “Not that it’s any of your business, but we have decided we want to be together.”

      Yes, they had slept together (as recently as last night), but Emily didn’t need to know that. He didn’t know why she felt she could demand answers about his love life when she had disappeared for five years.

      “How stupid are you?” Emily groaned, and he glared at her. Anger began to rise to the surface, and he was only seconds away from ordering her out of the house. “Do you even know who she is?”

      “She’s Raine Hart, and she’s been invaluable these last few weeks,” Mason snapped. “If you think you’re going to come into my house and start throwing accusations—”

      Emily cut him off. “How can you even think about a relationship with Oliver’s mother after what happened seven years ago?”

      Mason felt as if the floor had fallen out from under him. He stared at Emily, looking for some hint of a joke.

      “She… Oliver’s… what?”

      Emily looked at him sharply. “Have you seriously not figured it out yet?”

      “But… Raine is Oliver’s mother?”

      He wanted to call her a liar. But, already, that strange familiarity he always sensed in Raine began to make sense. When he looked at her, he always felt as though he knew her even though she was a stranger to him.

      And now, it all made sense. He did know her. He had met Raine before. She was the one he had drunkenly slept with seven years ago, the first step in the breakdown of his relationship with Emily.

      And… damn, he could kick himself. He had seen how similar Oliver and Raine were, had noted that they shared some features and that Oliver mimicked Raine’s mannerisms. But he’d just chalked it up to them spending a lot of time together. He had ignored the signs because… how could it be possible?

      All this time, he had unknowingly been courting the mother of his son.

      He shook his head. “I don’t understand. Why wouldn’t Raine just tell me?”

      A flicker of something crossed Emily’s face—something that looked an awful lot like guilt—and she looked away, stubbornly avoiding Mason’s gaze.

      “Emily,” he said through gritted teeth. “What do you know?”

      She sighed. “Raine… well, she doesn’t know Oliver is her son.”

      Mason opened his mouth, but no words came out. The story Raine had told him, about the death of her son, replayed in his head. The grief in her eyes had been too raw, too real. She honestly believed her baby had been stillborn.

      So…

      He connected the dots all at once, his head swimming as everything fell into place.

      But…

      “No.” He was breathing too fast, his chest heaving. “The mother… you told me she agreed. That she signed the child over to us because she didn’t want it.”

      Emily shifted uncomfortably, the only outward sign of her guilt. “I may have… forgotten to tell you I never actually met Raine.”

      Mason covered his eyes with a shaking hand. “Tell me what happened. Right now. And leave nothing out.”

      “Fine,” Emily sighed. “It’s about time you knew the truth, anyway. You remember Olivia Johnson’s party?”

      How could he forget? It was the only party he had ever attended without Emily, who had been too sick to go. He would never forget getting drunk and waking up in another woman’s bed, horrified by what he had just done—even if he had forgotten a lot of the details.

      “You came straight home and told me,” Emily continued. “You didn’t know who you’d slept with, but you were an absolute wreck. It was a bitter pill to swallow, but we worked things out from there.”

      “Yes… and then, six months later, you told me that the girl I’d slept with was pregnant and had agreed to give us the baby,” Mason said.

      Emily ignored him. “With Olivia’s help, I discovered the identity of the woman you’d slept with—Raine–not long after the incident. I don’t know why I wanted to find her… maybe I just needed to put a face to the betrayal. Once I found her, I let her be; she wasn’t important, anyway.

      “But then, Olivia told me that Raine was pregnant. Of course, I didn’t know if it was yours, so I did a little digging. I found out that Raine had broken up with her boyfriend the month before the party, and that she hadn’t been with anyone but you since. It was still possible that the child wasn’t yours, so I paid her doctor, Dr. Monroe, for information; the timeline matched up, and I knew you had fathered her child.”

      “So you… what?” Mason asked. He still wasn’t sure he could take all this in; he felt nauseous. “You kept tabs for the next three months?”

      “Naturally,” Emily said with a nod. “An illegitimate child as a result of your mistake… I couldn’t have that getting out. It would have ruined you. It would have ruined us. So, I struck a deal with Dr. Monroe: He would list you and me as Oliver’s parents, and…”

      “And he would tell Raine her son was dead,” Mason finished, horrified. “How did you…” He shook his head. “How much did you pay Dr. Monroe?”

      “Enough.” Emily narrowed her eyes. “She was supposed to go away after that and stay out of our lives. How did she end up as your damn nanny?”

      “She… she’s working on a childcare degree, and she…” Mason trailed off. “How could you do this?”

      Emily glared at him, her eyes cold. “I did it because you slept with her… and got her pregnant. I did it to fix your mistake. Besides, you got Oliver, so why are you complaining?”

      When Mason just collapsed into his desk chair, her demeanor softened.

      “I panicked. I didn’t want anyone to know what had happened. She planned to keep him. What if she realized she’d slept with you and went public? She had to think her child died. And then, we couldn’t publicly say it was an adoption… it was too risky. Someone might have figured it out. It was easier to set it up so we could pretend Oliver was mine all along.”

      Mason had stopped listening and was cradling his head in his hands. He had no idea what to do now. How could he ever explain this to Raine?

      He closed his eyes. It was all too much.
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        * * *

      

      Raine didn’t mean to eavesdrop. But she was just about to knock on the door to ask if the two inside wanted anything to drink when she heard her name. She paused and leaned toward the door, listening carefully.

      “… don’t know,” she heard Mason say. He sounded miserable. “Knowing this… what am I supposed to do, Emily? How can I be with Raine now?”

      Raine’s heart dropped, and she stumbled away from the door. She was shaking, and she felt her heart pounding. Her eyes brimmed with tears as she steeled herself and turned to walk away on trembling legs.

      On some level, she understood. Mason and Emily had been together for some time before she’d left. When Mason had spoken about his ex-wife, about the mistakes he’d made during their relationship, he did so with bitterness and regret.

      Now that she was here in front of him, why wouldn’t he want to work things out with the mother of his son so they could be a family again?

      Raine stifled a sob and fled downstairs. Oliver was eating breakfast, oblivious to what had happened, and she needed to get ahold of herself before he noticed her distress.

      She should have known things would turn out like this. She and Mason were from different worlds. And nothing had gone right for her in seven years.

      It would be fine.

      Their relationship had barely started, anyway. The pain she now felt wouldn’t last long. She would leave, and, eventually, her heart would heal. She would forget about Mason and Oliver and how they’d started to feel like a family.

      Everything would be fine.
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      Eventually, Emily stormed out of the house, leaving a tense, awkward silence in her wake. When Mason found Raine and Oliver in the kitchen, Raine looked like she wanted to say something, perhaps to ask what had happened, but she just gave him a strained smile and set about her day. She carefully avoided touching him or getting too close to him, and she didn’t look anywhere near as happy as she had that morning.

      Mason was too preoccupied to worry about her sudden coldness, still reeling from all the revelations. He had known Oliver was the son of the unknown woman he had slept with so long ago. He had known his love of a child that belonged to that other woman had been what had finally driven Emily away. And he had thought he’d known that Emily and that unknown woman had decided everything themselves, all because he had been too embarrassed to face her himself.

      He should have just taken responsibility for the situation. He should have found that woman, apologized to her, and spoken to her about joint custody of a child neither of them had expected. He shouldn’t have been such a damn coward.

      If he had done the right thing, Raine wouldn’t have had to suffer for seven years over the supposed death of her child. Raine, who spoke about that time with such pain, had fallen to her lowest point because of what Emily had done… because Mason was too afraid to do what he should have.

      How could he face Raine knowing how much hurt he had caused her? When he looked at her now, he just wanted to cry at the injustice of it all.

      But what bothered him most was how he’d been such a fool. This thought struck him yet again as he watched Raine and Oliver play on the floor with Oliver’s toy cars. They looked so alike. Hadn’t he thought just the other day about how Raine’s hair, showing her natural color at the roots as it grew out, was the exact same color as Oliver’s? Now that he looked closer, Raine had also given Oliver her nose and her slender physique.

      Did Raine know? Mason didn’t think so, because she still spoke about her son as though he had died. Also, she would never have agreed to a relationship with Mason if she thought he had stolen her son from her.

      “Daddy, do you want to play?” Oliver asked, holding up the blue car.

      Mason hesitated at his son’s question and glanced at Raine. She didn’t look upset at the question, but the smile on her face was obviously forced.

      He wondered if she had overheard any of the conversation between Emily and himself. If she had, he was sure she would have demanded answers by now. Maybe Emily’s presence just upset her.

      He was upset that Emily had come here. And now that she had left, Mason could sift through all the emotions he felt about Emily showing up out of the blue like this.

      He was angry, because where had she been all this time? Why had she come back now? And where did she get the nerve to waltz back into his life as if she hadn’t abandoned him and Oliver? The hurt he still felt, all these years later, because he had loved her and had really wanted to work things out between them fueled his anger.

      But the emotion he felt most prominently now was disgust.

      He had known Emily could be calculating, a little cold, and even cruel. She looked at people as tools to use for her own convenience, and Mason had no doubt that her marriage to him had been about the money and prestige. But he also knew she had cared for him, and he had gotten to see the softer side of her, the one she showed to only a select few.

      For her to do something like this? He could never have imagined it. He had seen in her eyes that she’d had little concern—if any—for what happened to Raine after paying off Raine’s doctor (and he would have to figure out what to do about that later, too). Even now, she hadn’t apologized for what she’d done. She had gotten the result she’d wanted, and nothing else mattered.

      But Emily hadn’t anticipated her own feelings. She hadn’t realized just how hard it would be to see Mason dote on another woman’s child, knowing the only reason the child existed was because her husband had had too much to drink and slept with someone else. And, eventually, she’d broken. She’d left Mason and Oliver behind, unconcerned with what would happen to them next, just as she had used Raine to get what she wanted before leaving her to mourn the fabricated loss of her child.

      He didn’t know what Emily wanted now. She’d said she could see he’d had enough news for one day and had promised to return to talk later. But he didn’t want her to return. Mason didn’t want to see her ever again.

      She had destroyed any chance he would ever feel affection for her again the moment she had told him how she had ruined Raine’s life.

      “Yeah, I’d like that,” he answered Oliver at last, realizing, when his son’s smile faded, that he had hesitated too long.

      As he took the car Oliver held out to him, he glanced at Raine. She was looking away, carefully building a bridge of blocks under Oliver’s supervision.

      Where would Raine have ended up if she hadn’t ever met Mason? If Emily hadn’t manipulated her life? She was still young, only twenty-nine, but she had spent the last seven years—almost a decade—of her life drowning in grief and despair. Would she have finished her degree by now? Would she have started her own daycare or gotten a job in a school? Would she have found another partner, one who could give her children—children not stolen away by corrupt doctors and jealous ex-wives?

      Just thinking about it made his chest ache. Mason didn’t want to imagine Raine being with someone else. He was falling in love with Raine. He wanted her to stay with him for the rest of their lives.

      Knowing she was also Oliver’s mother should have made things much easier for them. Why wouldn’t he want to be with the mother of his child? But, knowing what he now knew about what had happened, it didn’t make things easier. It only made everything so much more difficult.

      Mason would forever look at Raine and know what he had inadvertently done to her.

      And, once Raine knew the truth, she would always look at him and know he was the cause of all her suffering.

      Things could never work between them.

      He honestly didn’t know what to do. Mason realized he would eventually have to tell Raine the truth. But he didn’t want to face that because he knew he would lose her the moment those words left his lips.

      He didn’t want to lose Raine.

      But he also knew it would be unfair not to tell her.

      Maybe she would stay anyway? She loved Oliver, so Mason didn’t think she would disappear from their lives over this. And knowing she was Oliver’s actual mother would make the bond between the two of them even stronger.

      For Oliver, she would stay. It was just the bond between Mason and Raine that would shatter. That was the bond Mason couldn’t bear to watch break right now.

      He would wait for just a little while, then. Not long, because Raine deserved to know the truth, no matter what. But he would treasure these last moments with her, even if he knew they had to end. Especially because he knew they had to end.

      I’m so sorry, Raine, he thought sorrowfully.

      He’d never wanted to hurt her. But now he had to.

      So, with a deep breath, Mason sat down and played cars with Oliver and Raine. He returned Raine’s smiles and even, once or twice, gently brushed his arm against hers, taking all the contact he could get before he had to tell her the truth.

      He would have fun now. Because, later, it would all be over.
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        * * *

      

      Feeling a little cowardly but knowing he needed a moment to center himself, Mason told Raine that he was taking Oliver upstairs for a bath before bed.

      She looked at him with an unreadable expression, and then she nodded. “That sounds like a good idea.”

      She leaned over and pressed a soft, lingering kiss to Oliver’s forehead. Oliver giggled and threw his arms around Raine’s neck, rubbing his cheek against hers, and Mason saw her whisper something to him.

      When she pulled away, her eyes were suspiciously bright though her smile was gentle and loving. As Mason watched her interact with his son—their son—he resolved to make sure that Raine would always get as much time as she wanted with Oliver. Even if she hated Mason, he was sure they could work something out so she got just as much time with Oliver as Mason did. It was the least he could do for her.

      “Come on, buddy,” Mason said to his son. “I’ll race you to the bathroom.”

      Oliver immediately took off toward the stairs. Mason laughed and glanced at Raine. She stared after Oliver with an unreadable expression on her face.

      “We won’t be long,” Mason assured her.

      Raine looked at him. That same distance that had been there all day clouded her expression, and it frightened him. He didn’t know what she was thinking.

      She looked a little conflicted, as though she was trying to decide something. After a moment, however, her expression cleared, and she smiled up at him. Then, she leaned up and pressed a kiss to his lips.

      It was soft, full of that same overwhelming emotion that had engulfed them last night. He wanted to stand there forever with her, but she pulled back.

      “Okay,” she said.

      He didn’t know what that was for. There was something about that kiss that made his stomach clench, but he couldn’t say what. So, he just smiled at her and followed Oliver upstairs to the bathroom. He still had to figure out how to tell Raine the truth.

      He didn’t know just what he would say. How was he supposed to tell someone they were suddenly a mother? Especially someone who thought she had lost her son years ago? And how was he supposed to explain that this had all happened because his jealous ex-wife hadn’t wanted the media to know he had strayed while drunk?

      Even back then, he would have taken any number of hits to his reputation before he would have done what Emily did to Raine. He could still hardly believe Emily had come up with something so terrible.

      With a sigh, Mason helped Oliver out of the bath and patted him dry. He allowed his son to struggle into his pajamas on his own, smiling when the buttons proved too much and Oliver reluctantly asked for his help. Then, he took Oliver to bed.

      “Want me to go get Raine?” he asked as he tucked his son in.

      To his surprise, Oliver shook his head. “Raine already said good night.”

      “When?” Mason asked, confused.

      “Before my bath,” Oliver said, as though this was something Mason should have already known.

      Mason remembered seeing Raine whisper to Oliver as she had kissed and hugged him earlier. Had she wished him a good night then? If so, why had she done it so early?

      His earlier unease returned. Trying not to show Oliver how worried he was, he kissed his son and left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.

      Then, he darted across the hall. Raine’s door was open, which usually meant that she wasn’t there, but he needed to make sure. He needed to lay eyes on her to be certain she was still around.

      However, when he opened the door, only an empty room met him. The bed was neatly made, the open wardrobe was empty, and there were no books on the desk or clothes hung over the back of the chair. The suitcase Raine normally stored beside the wardrobe sat, closed, at the end of the bed, with a few tied plastic bags on top.

      Raine wasn’t there.

      Mason could barely breathe. He’d known something wasn’t right! When Raine had kissed him, had that been a goodbye? He swallowed the lump in his throat. Maybe it was all a misunderstanding. Maybe there was an explanation for her empty room and her packed suitcase and her strange behavior with Oliver. He’d go downstairs and see if he could find her. She was probably just picking up in the living room…

      Mason was turning to go when he noticed a neatly folded piece of paper on the desk.

      He crossed the room. Raine had written his name on the outside of the paper. He didn’t want to read it, but Raine had obviously left it for him. His hands shaking, he picked it up.

      Mason,

      I’m sorry for leaving so suddenly. But Emily arriving today showed me that the three of you need time to become a family again. I don’t want to interfere in that.

      Please don’t contact me. I need a few days to sort things out and figure out what to do next. I’ll come back and get my things soon.

      Thank you for everything.

      Raine

      Mason dropped the note, numb with shock and horror. Raine had left because she thought he wanted to get back together with Emily?

      He should have spoken to Raine the moment Emily left the house, but he’d selfishly been thinking only of himself. He’d wanted just a little extra time with Raine, and now she was gone because he’d put off telling her the truth.

      Where would she have gone? Her parents’ place? Mason suddenly realized that he didn’t even know where that was. She had planned to take Oliver and Mason to visit her parents, but they had never gotten around to it. All Mason knew was that she lived on the other side of the city, and that was too large an area to search.

      He didn’t even know where to begin to look. Mason dropped into Raine’s desk chair, frustrated tears welling up in his eyes.

      How could things have gotten so messed up?

      He had to find her somehow. He didn’t know how he’d do it, but he had to track her down. He needed to tell her the truth.

      Because even if she left anyway… at least then he knew the mother of his child knew her son was alive. At least then she had an actual choice.
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        * * *

      

      As the taxi drove away from the mansion, Raine allowed her tears to fall. She didn’t know what she would do now, but she knew this was for the best. Mason and Oliver deserved to be together with Emily as a family.

      Raine would only get in the way.
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      Raine felt tears brimming in her eyes again, but she refused to let them fall this time. After sliding out of the taxi, she took in a deep, shaky breath and turned to grab her backpack, into which she had shoved a few essentials. She hadn’t felt comfortable trying to sneak her bulky suitcase out, pressed for time as she was, and she hoped she hadn’t forgotten anything important in her rush.

      She paid the driver, and he gave her a slight smile before speeding away. For some reason, she found herself watching as he left, standing on the sidewalk until he turned the corner and disappeared from sight. And that was that, she thought with finality; she was out of the Parkers’ lives and back home.

      Her chest felt too tight. She needed to get to her room before she burst into tears. But she couldn’t go inside while she felt like this; she wouldn’t make it to her room before she started to cry. If she came in crying, her parents would demand to know what happened, and she wasn’t sure she could give them more than the most basic details right now.

      Raine stood there a few more moments, steeling herself, and then she gathered up her bags and headed to the door. It flew open before she even knocked, and her mother drew her inside and into a hug.

      She had phoned her parents as she was packing to tell them she was coming home. She knew they were confused, but she hadn’t had time to explain over the phone. As it was, she still didn’t feel like she could tell them much without emotion overwhelming her, but she knew what she could say to appease them without actually giving them any details. She arranged her face into a mildly upset but calm expression.

      “Raine, you look well,” her mother exclaimed, looking delighted.

      “Much healthier,” her father noted. His smile fell. “But is everything okay? Why are you home so suddenly?”

      Raine forced a smile. “It was just better for me to leave.”

      She started to step away, wanting to head up to her room, but her mother’s hold tightened. Raine sighed; they weren’t going to let her go without an answer.

      “I fell in love with my boss,” she admitted. “I decided it wasn’t a good idea to work for him anymore. A relationship between us would never work out.”

      “That’s…” Her mother floundered. “That’s unexpected. I’m so sorry things didn’t work out for you.”

      “It’s fine. At least now I have a reference to put on my resume, right?”

      Her parents both studied her. She shifted, uncomfortable with their sudden scrutiny.

      “What?” she asked self-consciously.

      “You seem…” Her father frowned. “Different, somehow.”

      “Calmer,” her mother added. “More at peace.”

      Raine considered this and realized that it was true. She had felt more at peace since working with Mason and Oliver and getting closure.

      “Yeah. Even though I’m sad about how things went down with Mason, I’m glad I got to work there. It helped me sort out a lot of my thoughts and feelings, and I had a lot of fun.” She sighed. “I’ll miss them, but I think I’m ready to face my demons and come out stronger. It’s like I can finally breathe again.”

      Her mother hugged her again. Raine let her, smiling at her father as he discreetly wiped his eyes. It had been a long, hard journey for all of them, but she could see the light at the end of the tunnel.

      She wished she could share that light with Mason. But she had to give him and Oliver the chance to rebuild their family with Emily.

      Maybe, she thought, one day, she and Mason might have another chance. Then, she scolded herself mentally. That was a selfish thing to hope for. She should hope things would work out between Mason and Emily and that Oliver would finally have his mother back. They deserved that happiness.

      As for Raine, she would always have those treasured moments she’d spent with Oliver and Mason. That would have to be enough.
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        * * *

      

      Despite her resolve to take herself out of the equation, Raine found herself on a bus heading back toward Mason’s house the next night.  She wanted to make sure he and Oliver were doing okay. Plus, she still needed to pick up her things.

      She told herself those definitely weren’t just excuses.

      The lights of Mrs. Prince’s small convenience store were still on when she got off the bus, and, feeling a little thirsty, Raine entered the store.

      Unlike last time she had come in, Mrs. Prince was already at the counter and beamed when she saw Raine.

      “Raine!” she exclaimed. “I thought I’d never get to see you even with you being back in the area!”

      “Sorry, Mrs. Prince,” Raine laughed. “I’ve been very busy with my new job.”

      “Yes, those Parker boys must be driving you half-crazy with their antics,” the older woman said shrewdly.

      Raine laughed again. “Yeah, something like that.”

      She headed to the fridge and grabbed a bottle of water, aware of Mrs. Prince watching her the entire time. The woman smiled when she returned to the counter.

      “So,” Mrs. Prince said casually. “I imagine it must be hard being away from your own child while on this job. Are your parents looking after him?”

      Raine froze. Then, she took a deep, steadying breath. “My baby was stillborn.” It felt strangely natural to tell someone what had happened, to say the words out loud. “It was why we moved. After it all happened, it was too hard to stay here.”

      Mrs. Prince stared at her, horrified. “Oh, my dear, I’m so sorry. I had no idea—”

      “It’s okay. We didn’t tell anyone,” Raine explained. “But working with the Parkers has helped me let go.”

      Tears in her eyes, Mrs. Prince reached out to pat Raine’s cheek. She felt bad for making the older woman sad, but she was glad she could finally tell the truth with only the slightest twinge of pain.

      In the end, she walked out of the store with both the bottle of water and a free package of her favorite childhood candy. Unsure of what to do in the face of a seven-year-old pain, Mrs. Prince had handed Raine the candy and demanded she take it.

      She wondered how Mrs. Prince would react when the rumor mill informed her that Raine had stopped working with the Parkers. She smiled to herself. The people in this area were far too nosy for their own good.

      Raine meandered down the path as night fell, stuffing the candy into her pocket and sipping her water. She was in no great hurry, and she still wasn’t sure she should do this. Surely seeing Mason so soon after slipping out of the house and leaving him that note would just make the separation harder.

      And what would she do if she saw Emily there? It would hurt to see his ex-wife in the house as if she’d never left when Raine had just moved out yesterday.

      But this had been her choice, Raine reminded herself. She had decided to step away for her own good and for Mason’s. And, more than anything, for Oliver’s.

      The Parkers would be a family again, and she was sure Oliver would love that very much. She just (selfishly, she admitted to herself) hoped he didn’t forget about her.

      Maybe, while she was there, she should tell Mason that she would love to babysit every now and then. Mason and Emily would want to go out, to rekindle their romance, and she knew Mason felt like he was taking advantage by relying on his parents so much, even if they themselves thought that was nonsense. He would probably be glad to have another babysitter he could call if he needed one.

      Or maybe not. Raine had seen the way Emily had looked at her at the door. She knew the other woman had recognized her though she hadn’t yet figured out when they might have met. She imagined Emily wouldn’t be too happy if Raine kept hanging around.

      Well, she could still offer. If Mason never called her to babysit, then so be it. She already planned to visit, as a friend, to see Oliver, so it wasn’t like they’d never see each other again. Emily obviously had a problem with her, but it wouldn’t keep Raine away completely.

      Raine had the sudden vision of Mason and Emily sitting on the living room sofa, their hands clasped together, chatting as Raine played on the floor with Oliver. The image was disturbing, so she shook it away.

      She didn’t think Mason was oblivious enough to put her through something like that.

      She hoped, anyway.

      As she got closer to the mansion, Raine felt herself dragging her feet. This was such a bad idea…

      “Raine?”

      Startled, and not even realizing she had reached Mason’s gates, Raine looked up. She faltered, barely able to believe her bad luck. Of course she would run into Emily.

      “Emily, what are you doing here?”

      Emily frowned. “I’m here to speak to my husband.”

      Ex-husband, Raine mentally corrected, unable to help the petty thought.

      “I’m living nearby, so I decided to walk,” Emily continued. Her eyes narrowed. “What are you doing here?”

      “I left my things here,” Raine said with a shrug. “I figured I should come and get them.”

      Emily raised an eyebrow. “At night? When you live on the other side of the city?”

      Raine didn’t answer. How did Emily know where she lived? The two women stood in tense silence, staring at each other.

      “My neighbor told me she’d heard that you quit working for Mason,” Emily finally said. “Why?”

      “I thought it was for the best.” Raine didn’t think Emily had a right to hear her reasons, especially if Mason hadn’t already told her.

      Emily’s expression turned condescending. “Regardless of anything else, a job with Mason was a steady income. Do you have anything else lined up?”

      “Not yet,” she said dismissively. Why did Emily even care? “Mason said he’d give me a good reference, but I’m not that worried right now. I want to settle back in at home first.”

      Emily looked at her appraisingly. Raine straightened her back, trying to pretend that the thought of not having a job any longer hadn’t been bugging her.

      “I have a friend looking for a nanny,” Emily said. “Mason told me you’ve done an amazing job with Oliver, so I thought it might be something you’d like to consider. She put an advertisement up, but she hasn’t found anyone she likes yet.”

      Raine frowned. Emily was throwing her for a loop. Why was she helping Raine? What was her angle here? “Thank you.”

      Emily withdrew a card from her pocket and scribbled a number and name on it with a pen she found in her purse. “I’ll put in a good word for you,” she said, holding the card out for Raine to take.

      Raine wondered if this was Emily’s way of getting rid of her. If Raine was busy with a new job and wasn’t around as much, then Mason wasn’t likely to feel as tempted to resume the fledgling relationship he and Raine had started before Emily’s sudden arrival.

      Still, Raine appreciated the offer. She smiled and took the card. “Thanks, I’ll think about it.”

      Emily nodded and turned to walk through the gates. She didn’t wait for Raine to follow her, and Raine got the impression she wasn’t meant to.

      She sighed. Oh, well. She knew it was a bad idea to go there, anyway.

      Raine put the card in her pocket and turned to walk away. She had settled back in at home, and she even had another job prospect. She could come and get her things when she was better prepared to face Mason.

      It was time to move on.
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      “Where’s Raine?” Oliver asked.

      Mason felt his heart breaking for both his son and himself. As he had expected, Oliver didn’t entirely understand that Raine wasn’t coming back to the mansion. Although that could be because he hadn’t told Oliver much, still hoping he could track Raine down and convince her to return for their son’s sake.

      Mason sighed, leaning over to press a kiss to Oliver’s curls. “Sorry, buddy, but she had something important to do.”

      “Will she be back tomorrow night?” Oliver demanded. “Because I want to make another dinosaur with her! I think Dino might be lonely.”

      “Oh? What color would Dino’s new friend be?”

      “She’d be yellow!” Oliver declared, his eyes sparkling.

      Mason wondered if it was just a coincidence that the boy dinosaur Raine had already made was blue, the same color Oliver always assigned to his father in cars and other toys, and that the girl dinosaur he wanted made was yellow, Raine’s preferred color.

      “I’m sure she would love to make another dinosaur with you,” he said, resolving to message Raine about it. “But she might not be here for a while, okay?”

      Oliver’s face fell. “But I want her here to say good night.”

      It felt like someone had punched Mason in the gut. “Why don’t we talk to her about that tomorrow?”

      It was a cop out because he wanted Oliver to go to sleep, and because he didn’t want to upset Oliver. Maybe, too, there was a tiny part of him that hoped Oliver’s pleas might convince Raine to return to work with them—even if she didn’t want to revisit hers and Mason’s romantic relationship.

      “Okay,” Oliver said with a wide yawn. “But you have to remember to call her, okay?”

      “I will,” Mason promised.

      Oliver’s eyelids drooped, but he forced his eyes open wide. “Can you call her now? I want to wait for Raine to come home.”

      Mason’s heart ached. “It’s too late to call her now, Oliver. I bet she’s about to go to bed, too. We’ll call her tomorrow.”

      Oliver pouted, but he allowed Mason to tuck him into bed. Sighing, Mason left the room and stood outside for a long moment, staring at the closed door across the hall. He hadn’t gone in since he’d found Raine’s note, hoping she’d come back and unpack her suitcase and tell him it had all been a mistake.

      He felt out of place in his own house, like he didn’t belong there without Raine. The whole place seemed darker and colder without her presence. Mason headed downstairs, deciding a glass of whiskey was just what he needed.

      He had thought about searching for Raine all day, but he hadn’t known where to start. He’d had to stop himself from just calling or messaging her, remembering how she’d told him not to contact her in his note. Anyway, it would be better to see her face-to-face, where he could make her listen to him.

      Mason had just poured a small glass of whiskey when he heard a knock on the front door. He jumped up. Could it be Raine?

      He rushed to the front door. He didn’t know why Raine would have returned now, but if it was her, then maybe he could gather up the courage to ask her to stay even after he told her the awful truth of Oliver’s birth.

      Mason threw open the door, a greeting on his lips. But reality crashed down around him when he saw Emily standing there, looking expectantly at him.

      Of course it wouldn’t be Raine. Raine had left just yesterday. There was no way she would return so soon.

      “What are you doing here, Emily?”

      If his rude tone upset her, she didn’t show it. Her eyes just hardened as she raised her chin stubbornly. “I told you I’d come back later. We need to talk.”

      He didn’t want to talk to his devious ex-wife, but he stepped aside to let her into the house.

      He led her to the living room, ignoring the face she made as she stepped over the scattered toys. She had always preferred to spend her time in the then-spotless living room, unlike Raine who liked to hang out in the kitchen. It amused him to see her discomfort at the mess.

      He didn’t offer her anything. He didn’t want her to stay, and he knew she would drag out her time here if she had a drink.

      “So?” he pressed once they were both sitting.

      “Mason…” Emily hesitated. “First, I wanted to say I’m sorry.”

      Mason stared at her, surprised. He didn’t think he’d ever heard her apologize for anything.

      “I was selfish,” she continued. “Raine wasn’t even in the picture, but I saw how much you loved her son, and it made me jealous. Eventually, I couldn’t bear watching any longer, and I ran away.”

      “I figured all that,” Mason said, unimpressed.

      “Yes… well, I did a lot of thinking these last few years,” Emily said. Her back was straight and her gaze was even. She looked the same as she did when she’d told him she wanted a divorce. “I missed you, but I needed to get my head in order. Now, I… I want to be with you again, Mason.”

      He closed his eyes. It was just like Emily to do something like this. It had been five years. Why did she think it was okay to come back into his life and do this to him? Especially when he had just started to work things out with Raine.

      “That won’t be possible, Emily.”

      Her eyes flashed. She wasn’t used to not getting her way. “Because of Raine?”

      “Partly,” he admitted. “But mostly because you left Oliver and me five years ago without a backward glance. We didn’t hear a single word from you in that entire time. And now you think you can just show up and demand we start again? It doesn’t work like that.”

      “It isn’t a demand. I still have feelings for you, Mason. I just want to see if we can be together again—”

      “We can’t,” Mason cut her off, standing. “If you still had feelings for me, you wouldn’t have done what you did. You would have at least called or sent a letter here and there. But none of that matters, anyway. I don’t want to have a relationship with you anymore, Emily.” He turned away. “I think you need to leave.”

      There was a long moment during which neither of them spoke. It was a battle of wills, and Mason didn’t intend to lose. Even without Raine in the picture, Emily had hurt him. She had abandoned him. He refused to look past that this time.

      “I ran into Raine outside the gate,” Emily blurted.

      He whirled around, shocked. “What?”

      “She said something about retrieving her things.”

      Raine had been here? What did that mean? He felt his heart beating faster. Maybe she had wanted to see them?

      “She didn’t come in with you, though?”

      Emily smiled bitterly. “No, she didn’t. We spoke at the gate, but she didn’t follow me when I entered the grounds.”

      “What did you say to her?” Mason demanded.

      “I was perfectly polite,” Emily said, sounding offended. “In fact, I offered her a job.”

      “A job?” Mason asked, startled.

      Emily pursed her lips and looked away. “I’m not a fool, Mason. I know that what I did to Raine was horrible. So, when I heard she had quit working for you, I contacted a friend of mine who’s looking for a nanny and told her how well Raine had done here. She was very interested, so I offered to give her number to Raine. I was going to visit Raine tomorrow; it was a lucky coincidence I ran into her tonight.” She shrugged. “My friend lives closer to Raine than you do.”

      It was a strangely kind move from Emily, but Mason wasn’t foolish enough to think his ex-wife felt any real regret. More likely, she had realized how important Raine was to Mason, and she hoped he would appreciate her trying to make up for what she’d done to Raine. Or she just wanted to make sure she got Raine out of the picture.

      Mason honestly didn’t care about Emily’s motivations. It was great that Raine already had another job prospect, and he was thankful Emily had done that, even if it didn’t make up for what she had done seven years ago. But the thought of Raine working for someone else made dread curl in his stomach.

      There had been a part of him that had expected Raine would eventually return. Surely the two of them were adult enough to be friendly for Oliver’s sake? But if she was already looking at other jobs, then the chances of her coming back on had fallen drastically.

      He was actually going to lose her.

      “Thank you for doing that for Raine, Emily,” he said with a sigh.

      Then, something Emily had said struck him. “Wait… your friend lives close to Raine?”

      “Yes, across the city.” She frowned at him. “Raine and her parents moved there after…”

      She trailed off, apparently not wanting to remind Mason of what she had done. But Mason didn’t care about that right now.

      “Does that mean you know where Raine lives?” he demanded.

      “Of course I do,” Emily said, rolling her eyes. “I told you I kept tabs on Raine, didn’t I?”

      “I thought you would have forgotten about her after you took Oliver.”

      Emily let out an exasperated sigh. “I had to make sure she didn’t suspect the truth. I watched her and her family until they moved, and then I left them alone. Dr. Monroe promised he would inform me if Raine ever got suspicious.”

      A strange look crossed her face as she said that, and she opened her mouth to say something else before she shrugged and closed it. Mason wondered what that was about, but then he decided he didn’t care right now.

      A way to find Raine had fallen right into his lap.

      “I need you to tell me where Raine lives,” he said, leaning forward.

      “Why? She left, remember? Do you really think she wants to see you?”

      “She left without knowing the truth,” Mason said. “I need to tell her if I have any hope of winning her back.”

      Sadness clouded Emily’s face before she wiped it away into a cold mask. He knew then that she really had come here to see if they could work things out. But that changed nothing. It had been too long, and there was too much baggage between them.

      “Do you really think she’ll come back to you once she knows the truth?” Emily asked coldly. “You might not have done anything, but you represent everything she lost. She won’t be able to even look at you.”

      Mason knew she was lashing out in pain. But, right then, he hated her just a little.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said, turning away. “All that matters is telling her the truth. She deserves to know about Oliver after everything we put her through. And she deserves to be happy.”

      “Even if she isn’t happy with you?” Emily pressed.

      “Even if she isn’t happy with me.”

      For a long moment, they stood in silence.

      “You love her,” Emily finally said.

      Mason turned back to her. Emily stared at him in amazement, obviously wondering how much their five years apart had changed him. He thought to himself that he had probably changed too much for her to recognize him as the same person anymore.

      He didn’t say anything, but she read the answer on his face. She gripped the strap of her bag and cleared her throat.

      “I’ll message you the address. I hope you find happiness, Mason.”

      He studied her face. Maybe, when everything settled, he could forgive Emily for what she’d done. But not today, not when he still had someone he loved to chase down.

      “Thank you,” he said to her. “I hope you can find happiness, too.”

      She nodded and turned away. She didn’t bother with a goodbye, and Mason didn’t offer one, either. He watched as she left the room, and listened as she walked out of the house, closing the front door softly behind her. He had the strangest feeling that she wasn’t gone for good this time.

      Despite all the complicated feelings he had for his ex-wife, he found he didn’t mind that idea so much, especially when, moments later, his phone buzzed with a message containing the address he’d asked for.

      Mason drew in a deep breath. It was too late to visit Raine tonight, and he couldn’t leave Oliver alone even if he was asleep. That meant he had all night to come up with a plan of action and figure out what to say to Raine.

      Tomorrow, he would tell her the truth.

      And then he would ask her to come home.
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      Raine felt worse today than she had yesterday. Dealing with Emily had drained her, and she had spent most of the night thinking about the name and number the other woman had given her. When she woke up that morning after a night of tossing and turning, she’d decided to just call about the job. After all, she’d already quit working for Mason; there was no sense in waiting.

      When she heard the knock on the door, she expected it to be the electrician her mother had told her was coming today. Phone pressed against her ear, listening to it ring, she trudged to the door.

      When she swung open the door to see Mason standing there, she almost dropped the phone in shock.

      There was a click from her phone as someone answered her call. “Hello?” came a woman’s voice.

      Raine opened her mouth to answer, but nothing came out. Mason frowned at the sight of the phone and the business card she was holding. Then, he reached out, plucked the phone out of her hand, and ended the call.

      “Wait… what?” Raine couldn’t keep up with what was happening. “Why are you…?” She paused. She stared at the phone. “Hold on, did you just hang up my phone call?”

      Mason shrugged, stepping inside. “It wasn’t important.”

      “Wasn’t important?” Indignation overpowered her shock. “That phone call—”

      “Was about a job you can’t take,” Mason interrupted, turning around. His eyes were dark, sending a shiver down Raine’s spine. “I’m glad I got here in time.”

      She didn’t understand what was happening. They had parted, hadn’t they? Emily was back in the picture, wasn’t she? But then… why was Mason standing in her house, looking at her like that?

      Raine frowned. “But—”

      “Raine, please. I have a story I need to tell you,” Mason interrupted, holding up a hand. His gaze turned pleading. “Will you hear me out?”

      She wasn’t sure that was such a good idea. It would be harder to walk away a second time. But she found she just couldn’t deny him, so Raine nodded, making no move to invite him further into the house.

      Mason cleared his throat. He looked nervous. “I wanted to let you know that… that Oliver is your son.”

      The world felt as if it shifted beneath her. Raine just stared at him.

      “I know it’s shocking and sudden,” Mason said, misinterpreting her expression. “Emily told me the entire story the other day. Apparently, she paid your doctor off, and he helped her pretend your son had died so she could take him and pretend she was his mother so no one would realize I had cheated on her.”

      Raine blinked. None of this made sense. She had just accepted that her son had died. She had just admitted to herself that her theories about Oliver being her son were crazy.

      But… he was? It was true?

      Mason took a deep breath. “I swear I didn’t know. Emily told me she made a deal with you, and that you wanted to give up your son. I didn’t even realize that it was you I had slept with all those years ago.”

      Raine hadn’t realized, either, but it explained that strange familiarity she’d noticed about him.

      “Anyway, you deserved to know the truth,” Mason continued. He looked unnerved by her silence. “Oliver is your son, too, and… and that means we need to discuss what happens next.”

      Raine stared at him. She felt curiously calm. Then, something rose in her, and, before she could stop it, she was laughing.

      Mason opened and closed his mouth a few times, staring at her in confusion. That just made her laugh harder.

      “What?” he demanded. “What’s so funny?”

      “I…” She tried to pull herself together. “The entire reason I answered your advertisement, the reason I came to work with you… it was because I suspected Oliver was my son!”

      “You what?” he yelped.

      “I ran into the two of you in the park, remember?” She laughed again, and tears began to stream down her face. “Oliver looked so much like me as a child, so I formed this theory that he was actually my son and that you’d stolen him.”

      “Is that why you were so cold toward me sometimes?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. I tried to find evidence, but I could never prove it. That night I burst into your room, I planned to demand answers from you. I was so angry and frustrated, but…” She shrugged, finally feeling the hysteria fade away. “Anyway, I met with Dr. Monroe, and he had an explanation for every one of my theories. I came away believing I was going insane. And then I realized… without the suspicion, I just really wanted to be with you.”

      “Wow,” Mason said, running a hand through his hair. He looked as stunned as she felt. “I just… how could we have been so stupid?” He shook his head. “If only I’d explained about Oliver, told you Emily wasn’t really his mother, then maybe we would have been able to sort this out. But I was so embarrassed by it all.”

      “I thought you were despicable at first,” Raine admitted. “Then, I didn’t want to admit I wanted to be with you. It was all very confusing.”

      “I bet,” Mason said wryly. He paused. “Raine… I thought you’d hate me forever. I thought I’d ruined any chance of us ever being together. But I know I want you in my life. Please say you’ll come back. Please say you’ll come home. And not as my nanny. As my partner.”

      Before she could reply, he tugged her forward and kissed her. It was deep and full of emotion, and it took her breath away. When he pulled back, she could only stare at him, overwhelmed by the happiness bubbling up inside her.

      “I love you,” he admitted.

      Before, Raine wouldn’t have even considered expressing her feelings for him. First, she’d been so conflicted because of her suspicions. And then, she’d thought he wanted to be with Emily. But now…

      She smiled up at him. “I love you, too. And I want to stay with you. For as long as you’ll have me.”

      “Forever, then,” he murmured, kissing her again.

      Raine pulled away from him, gasping for breath. Sheer want coursed through her veins, but she was still aware enough to know they needed to get out of the hall. She took his hand, smiling when he entwined their fingers, and led him up the stairs.

      “In case my parents come home,” she said with a wink.

      There was no chance of that; they were both away at a luncheon and wouldn’t be back for hours. Which meant she had Mason all to herself. Mason just laughed at her words and followed her, allowing her to lead him into her room.

      Mason kicked the door closed behind him and looked her up and down with dark, desire-filled eyes. Raine felt strangely nervous to have him in her room, feeling more exposed than she had ever been even though they had yet to take off their clothes. Mason didn’t seem interested in her room, however. He hadn’t taken his eyes off her. With a sinful smirk, he stepped toward her so he could cup her face in his hands and kissed her again.

      Raine wrapped her arms around his neck and ran her fingers through his short hair, then trailing them down his neck and along the collar of his shirt. She fumbled for a moment until she found the first button and worked it free. She worked her way down the buttons on his shirt, teasingly brushing against his chest as she went.

      By the time Mason broke the kiss, she had unbuttoned his shirt, and he was breathing heavily, his eyes dark. Raine slid his shirt off his shoulders, letting him drop it to the floor. Then, his hands were on her, gripping the hem of her shirt and tugging it up and over her head.

      His eyes trailed over her. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, making her blush.

      This was nothing like those times they’d been together before. This time they were gentle, handling each other tenderly, relishing in the ability to touch once more. Their entire world narrowed to the small circle of warmth around them as Mason lowered her to the bed and leaned over her.

      Mason ran his hand up her leg, tracing gentle circles on her skin with his fingertips, and under her skirt. Gasping, she found the zipper of his jeans and tugged it down, pressing the palm of her hand to his hardness. He jerked in surprise, thrusting forward into her touch, and she grinned up at him.

      The smile faded when he leaned down and blew over her ear, sending an electric pulse throughout her body. She gasped, arching off the bed when he lowered his head further and latched onto the juncture between her neck and shoulder, nipping softly. She shoved his jeans down his hips, and he pulled away and stood so he could step out of them.

      As soon as he rejoined her on the bed, Raine slipped her hand into his boxers and gripped him tightly. He dropped his head against her neck, breathing heavily as she used her free hand to work her skirt down her hips before kicking it off.

      Now both clad only in underwear, they stared at each other. Then, they both surged forward, passion rising between them as they kissed. Raine pushed his boxers down at the same time Mason slipped his hands around her to unhook her bra, fumbling a little with the unfamiliar clasp. Growing impatient, she undid her bra for him, then took her panties off within seconds. Before he knew it, she reached over and yanked his boxers off as well.

      Seeing her naked body before him, he shot her a wicked grin and lowered himself on top of her. As their heated skin met, she pressed nipping kisses to his jaw. He ground his hips against hers, and he pulled back to cup her breasts in his hands, squeezing and teasing the nipples into hard nubs. She dug her fingers into his shoulders, biting her lip at the sensation.

      He let out a low chuckle at her response. “Too much?”

      “Not enough,” she gasped, shaking her head.

      He continued, and she raked her nails down his back, wondering if she was leaving marks. The thought that he might bear the evidence of their encounter sent a thrill of desire through her. Mason pressed open-mouthed kissed down her throat and across her collarbone.

      “Is that better?” he teased.

      She grinned, hooked her leg around his, and used the leverage to roll them over, leaving him flat against the bed with her hovering over him.

      “Now it is,” she laughed.

      She reached down and wrapped her hand around him once more, stroking him slowly. He groaned and tried to buck his hips up, but she used her free hand to hold them down, not allowing him to move.

      “Sadist,” he gasped.

      She smiled down at him. “Are you saying you want me to let go?”

      “No,” he groaned.

      She leaned down, biting and kissing and licking across his sweaty skin while her hand moved faster, making him writhe on the bed below her. Raine felt a rush of power at having so much control over him, at being able to take him apart like this.

      Then, Mason’s hands shot to her hips, his fingers digging into the skin. One of his hands trailed across her hip and then between her legs. She gasped as she felt one of his fingers enter her, and he grinned up at her.

      “You’re so beautiful, so amazing,” he murmured to her. “I want you so much, Raine.”

      She let go of him and allowed him to switch their positions just as she’d done before. He teased her with his fingers as he loomed over her, watching her face as she moaned and squirmed against him. Her entire body shook with need.

      “I want you,” she gasped. “Now. Mason, please.”

      When he entered her, it almost felt like time stood still. That strange, intense connection between them snapped into place once more. Raine recognized it now as the subconscious knowledge that they had known each other intimately so long ago, and she wondered if it was fate that had brought them together again.

      Then, Mason began to move, and all thoughts fled from Raine’s mind. She wrapped her arms around his neck and met his hips with hers. The air sparked between them as their bodies picked up the pace. She looked up and saw her desire matched in his eyes. She knew at that moment she would want this forever.

      He seemed to feel it, too, which urged him on until she felt the waves building within her. Her body responded as if it was no longer within her control. She gripped him tighter to her and his body trembled with sheer power. As they rode out the waves of their ecstasy, they came together, and then, exhausted, Mason crashed down beside her.

      Quietly, they gathered up the blankets and slipped beneath them. It was the middle of the day, but that didn’t matter. Mason wrapped his arms around Raine, and she snuggled into his embrace as her eyes slowly closed.

      After all she’d gone through, she finally felt safe and happy and warm.
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        * * *

      

      When Raine’s breathing evened out into sleep, Mason pressed a soft kiss to her forehead. He could barely believe how perfectly everything had worked out.

      “I never want to let you go, Raine,” he whispered to her, brushing her hair away from her face. “I love you so much.”

      She shifted and smiled in her sleep. Mason smiled, too, and closed his eyes in contentment. He had Raine in his arms once more, and this time, he knew she wasn’t going anywhere.
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      One and a half years later

      Returning to this park was always so nostalgic, Raine mused as she stood beneath a tree and watched Oliver race toward the swings. The other children, seeing him approach, opened up a gap for him in their games, and soon they were all shrieking as they ran across the grass.

      “Looks like fun,” Mason commented beside her, reaching out to take her hand.

      “In that case, I’m sure they’d love it if you got out there and played, too,” Raine teased.

      They both paused, taking a moment to imagine Mason, in his incredibly expensive suit, running around after the children. Raine laughed at the image.

      “The other parents might have a heart attack,” Mason said.

      “I think your dry cleaner might have a heart attack,” she corrected. “You saw how she reacted when you brought in that suit with spaghetti sauce on it.”

      Mason winced. He’d suffered through a half-hour long rant about looking after his clothes from his dry cleaner after that incident.

      “I remember,” he said, rolling his eyes. “I also remember who threw the sauce at me.”

      Raine looked away, whistling innocently. It hadn’t been entirely her fault; Mason had started it by dropping just-cooked spaghetti over her head, and then Oliver had gotten involved. Needless to say, none of them actually ate any spaghetti that night.

      “Speaking of clothes,” she said. “Oliver’s had a growth spurt. We’ll need to take him shopping soon.”

      “I noticed,” Mason said with a laugh. “Why don’t we go tomorrow?”

      “That sounds like a good plan.”

      Raine smiled contentedly and looked back over at Oliver. He was now climbing the stairs to get to the slide, covered in grass and dirt. It was going to be a nightmare to get it out of his curly hair tonight. But she had expected that when she suggested bringing their son to the park today.

      She felt a burst of happiness, just as she always did when she thought of Oliver being their son rather than just Mason’s.

      They hadn’t yet explained the situation to Oliver. He still called her Raine, which Mason was worried about, but Raine thought it was okay for the time being. On the rare occasions he talked about Emily, he still called her his mom, but he had slipped up the other day at bedtime, bestowing Raine with that title in his drowsy state. And there was no way he had mistaken her for Emily.

      They hadn’t even explained to him that they were in a relationship. Still, he knew. He always pressed his blue dinosaur and yellow dinosaur together, making them “kiss,” and then grinned at Raine and Mason. He knew, in his childish wisdom, that the two were together and that Raine was there to stay. That was good enough for Raine right now, especially when she knew just how much her son loved her.

      One day, when he was old enough to understand, they would tell him everything. It would be a hard story with a happy ending, but Oliver was the last person who needed to hear it.

      Along with…

      “By the way,” Mason said, breaking into her thoughts, “your parents and my parents got together and organized a dinner we’re required to attend. Any clue why?”

      “Do they need to have a reason?” she asked. “I think they just want to meddle and ask lots of questions we don’t have the answers to yet.”

      Oddly, Mason blushed. She looked at him curiously, wondering what he was thinking about to provoke that reaction. He cleared his throat and looked away.

      “Actually…” Mason trailed off and looked around. “It’s funny to think… this is the place we met, isn’t it?”

      “Well, if you don’t count…”

      “I don’t,” he said firmly. “We don’t really remember it.”

      “Fair enough,” she admitted. “So, we met here. I was such a mess back then.”

      “It was definitely a surprise when you accosted us,” Mason laughed. His expression faded into a thoughtful frown. “But you could say it was this park that allowed us to meet and, eventually, get together.”

      “Yes…” Raine said, wondering what he was getting at.

      Mason drew in a deep breath.

      “I had this huge, fancy plan,” he murmured, and Raine felt her heart beating faster. “But now, standing here in this park, it feels kind of perfect.”

      He dropped to his knee, reaching up to hold her hand. Raine’s mouth went dry, vaguely aware of the way people were starting to notice them. She thought she saw the flash of a camera, which she supposed was understandable considering that Mason was still quite famous.

      “Raine Hart, I knew I had it bad for you the moment you walked into my life,” Mason began. “I didn’t know who you were or what you’d gone through, but I did know I appreciated just how much you didn’t gush over me.”

      “Who’d gush over you, you arrogant jerk?” Raine joked, tears springing to her eyes.

      “That kind of reaction is exactly what I liked about you,” Mason laughed. “Over the weeks I got to know you, I realized you weren’t just beautiful, you were also kind, intelligent, and caring. I could see how much you loved Oliver, even if I didn’t know the entire reason why, and you slipped so seamlessly into our lives. I have a lot of regrets, but meeting you…” He paused. “I will never regret meeting you. You’ve made my life—and our son’s life—an adventure.”

      He slipped a hand into his pocket and withdrew a small, black box. Raine wanted to laugh and tell him how weird he was, because she couldn’t believe he had carried that with him to the park, but she couldn’t form the words.

      When he opened the box, it revealed a thin, silver band inlaid with tiny emeralds and diamonds. It wasn’t over-the-top; it was simple, elegant, and beautiful: exactly the sort of ring she loved. Knowing he had picked this for her, she felt the first tears fall.

      “Raine, will you do me the honor of continuing our adventure together?” Mason asked, holding out the box. “Will you marry me?”

      Raine wasn’t sure if she answered before she threw herself at him, laughing and crying all at once, knocking them both to the ground, and kissing him soundly.

      “The ring!” Mason gasped, pulling away.

      The ring, thankfully, was still safe in its box, and Mason laughed as they sat up. The world around them came into focus once more, and Raine heard people applauding.

      “Is that a yes?” Mason teased.

      “Of course,” Raine breathed, kissing him again.

      He slipped the ring onto her finger. It was just a little too big, which meant they would have to get it resized, but Raine couldn’t bring herself to care as she looked at it. Her heart felt so very full, and, watching Oliver racing toward them with the biggest grin on his face, she knew everything was perfect.

      “My mom and dad are getting married!” Oliver cried, throwing himself at them and wrapping his arms around their necks.

      Mason and Raine narrowly avoided knocking heads, laughing at his enthusiasm. Then, Raine’s eyes widened as she registered what Oliver had said, and she gasped, staring at Mason.

      “Yeah, I heard it,” he whispered.

      She hadn’t thought she could get any happier, but she’d been wrong. She gathered Oliver, who looked very pleased with himself, into her arms and tried not to cry too much.

      “Can I be in the wedding?” Oliver begged. “Addison said her dad got married, and she wore really cool clothes. Can I wear cool clothes?”

      “Of course,” Mason laughed as Raine pulled away. “We’ll go look at clothes as soon as we can.”

      “Maybe not too soon,” Raine said, wiping her tears away. “Remember that he’s growing. Also, we should probably wait just a little while to have the wedding.”

      “Wait, why?” Mason asked, startled.

      Oliver leaned toward her. “Are you going to tell him now?” he stage-whispered.

      “Yeah,” she whispered back loudly, enjoying Mason’s confusion. “Thanks for keeping the secret since last night.”

      Oliver giggled, writhing in excitement beside her.

      Raine grinned at Mason. “We have to wait, because someone else will want to be at the wedding, someone who won’t arrive for a while.”

      Mason still looked confused, so she laughed and grabbed one of his hands. Slowly, she pulled it until it rested against her flat stomach.

      His eyes widened as it clicked. “You’re…”

      “I found out yesterday,” she beamed. “Oliver here was very good at keeping the secret.”

      “Can it be a girl?” Oliver asked, bouncing with excitement. “Can I name her Lucy? Can she have hair like me?”

      “Whoa, don’t get so ahead of yourself, buddy,” Raine laughed. “It might be a boy.”

      “And if it is a girl, she might have hair like mine,” Mason said, indicating his darker hair. “You’ve already got hair like your mom. Someone needs to take after me!”

      “No way!” Oliver argued.

      As Oliver and Mason tussled playfully, Raine couldn’t help but imagine a little girl with Mason’s dark hair and her own brown eyes. She smiled. It was a good image. And she definitely wouldn’t mind a little girl to spoil.

      She looked at her family and grinned. She just knew Oliver was going to be a good older brother, no matter if it was a boy or a girl.

      “All right, you two, break it up,” she said finally. “When did you say that dinner was, Mason?”

      “Tomorrow night,” Mason answered, his face flushed. His suit was filthy; his dry cleaner was definitely going to have a heart attack.

      “Good.” She smiled. “It looks like we have a few pieces of exciting news for them.”

      Mason smiled and leaned over to kiss her. They ignored the gagging noises Oliver made before they pulled apart, and then Mason ruffled his son’s hair, causing him to shriek with laughter.

      This was her family. They had traveled a very difficult road to get here, a road littered with heartbreak and loss and hardship.

      But, as Raine watched them, she knew she wouldn’t change anything for the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        More books by Liz Peters

        Available on Amazon:

        Book One

        Country Mile; A When Opposites Attract Romance

        Book Two

        City Minute; A When Opposites Attract Romance

        Book Three

        Under the Law; A When Opposites Attract Romance
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        Sign up for the Liz Peters Newsletter and be the first to hear about new releases,

        bonus content and freebies.

        Also, get your FREE, short story;

        Billionaire Blackout: A Billionaire Next Door Romance.

        There’s lots of naughty romance coming your way!
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