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One
Seventeen years ago
 
Leila’s love for Baron James had grown beyond the bounds of containment.
She couldn’t hold it back anymore. She had to express it.
He was sixteen—son of the über-rich founder of James Coffee and good at everything from football to the saxophone.  She was just twelve, with glasses and braces and a normal middle-class family. She couldn’t dare tell him her feelings directly.
So she wrote him a poem.
She spent weeks working on it, poring over the precise words to describe his smoldering eyes, his breathtaking smile, his laughter that wafted over her soul like a summer breeze.
Once her masterpiece was perfected, she carefully transcribed it onto a piece of thick stationary.
She didn’t sign it. The idea of his knowing how she felt was too terrifying. He would have this poem, though. He would know that someone loved him so much.
Baron was the best friend of Dave, her older brother, so he was over at her house all the time. He was always nice to her, asking her what she was reading and calling her “kid” in a teasing way. She knew his own family wasn’t that nice. His father worked all the time, and his mother had left his dad and now lived in Hawaii. His brother was a jerk. She thought he’d rather be with her family than his own, and that made her love for him even more special.
When she was all prepared, she waited out the course of an afternoon until Baron and Dave stopped playing video games and went outside to shoot hoops on the driveway.
Then she slipped into the living room to find his backpack.
His father might be one of the richest men in New England, but Baron never acted like he was better than everyone else. He’d been carrying this same beat-up canvas backpack for three years.
She sat on the couch and very carefully unzipped it, her heart pounding so wildly it hurt her chest.
He had a couple of textbooks and a ragged notebook in his bag. Plus, piles of wrinkled paper he’d obviously just stuffed into the bag instead of throwing away.
She didn’t want her poem to get mixed up in the trash, so she pulled out his notebook.
Despite her nerves, she ran a hand over his scrawled handwritten notes on the pages. He evidently doodled a lot at school, if the precise little drawings in the margin were any evidence.
She found the last page that was written on and placed her poem in between the pages. That way, he would find it when he opened the notebook next time.
He wouldn’t know who had given it to him, but he would have it—and that was what mattered.
Leila let out a long sigh as she set her poem free.
“What are you doing?”
The voice jarred her out of her romantic reflections. She sucked in a harsh breath and jerked her head up.
Baron stood in the middle of the living room, glaring at her.
She had his backpack unzipped and his notebook open on her lap.
Her face flooded with heat, and she was utterly paralyzed, the room around her and Baron’s face blurring into a surreal stupor.
“What’s going on, kid?” he asked, approaching her now. He reached down to pull his backpack away from her legs and grab his notebook.
He looked offended. Of course, he’d be offended. He’d just caught her going through his stuff without permission.
She opened her mouth to try to explain. She’d made her plans for this mission well, so she had an excuse ready in case she got caught.
There was a big bug, she would say, that she’d seen crawl into his bag. She was just trying to get it out.
She opened her mouth several times, but no words came out.
“What is this?” he asked. The part of her mind that still worked registered he now looked more baffled than annoyed. He stared down at the piece of paper she’d placed in his notebook.
Baron had found her poem.
He’d been playing basketball outside, so his face was damp with perspiration and his t-shirt stuck to his chest. He was tall and athletic, with dark hair and eyes. He was the cutest guy she’d ever seen in her life.
And now he was reading her poem, of which four rhyming stanzas were dedicated to his soulful, mysterious eyes.
As he read, his eyebrows went higher and higher, and his gaze kept darting over to where she still sat like a frozen, idiotic statue.
Leila started to hyperventilate.
Her cheeks blazed so hot they actually hurt. She tried desperately to remember her excuse.
But there was no excuse. He was reading her poem. He would know.
He would know everything.
“Did you write this, kid?” he asked, when he’d obviously reached the end.
She opened her mouth again to deny the truth. Instead, she made an embarrassing squeak.
“I don’t think ‘Baron’ really rhymes with ‘caring.’ Unless you’re from the South.” His expression wasn’t mean, but he was obviously trying not to laugh. At the outpouring of her heart.
Her mortification finally caught up to her.
She lurched to her feet, stumbling on her first step but righting herself quickly. Then she fled out of the room.
***
Present
“What do you mean they’re not going to rebuild it?” Leila demanded, making a half-hearted effort to moderate her tone, since she was on the phone with her new boss.
Dr. Kendra Marshall, the chair of the History Department at Benton College, sounded apologetic. “The hurricane last month caused too much damage, and I guess they can’t afford the expense of rebuilding.”
“But that church is on National Registry of Historic Places. It was built in the eighteenth century. George Whitefield preached the inaugural sermon from its pulpit. Surely they can find some donor who wants to—”
“They said no.”
“So they’re just going to let it go to rot?” Leila took a deep breath, reminding herself she’d just held the position of Assistant Professor at Benton College for three weeks, and it was probably not a good idea to badmouth the college administration. “I know it’s not as impressive as something like the Old North Church, but it still has a really amazing history. Can’t they try to sell that with donors?”
“Apparently, a Great Awakening era church just isn’t compelling enough to attract donors.”
Leila swallowed over her instinctive argument. It wasn’t like Kendra could force the college to rebuild West Church, the little Colonial church that sat on the edge of campus.
“Here’s an idea,” Kendra continued. “I’m supposed to round up a couple of faculty members for a reception with some board members and other donors on Friday evening. Maybe you could attend and convince someone to take an interest in the church.”
Leila repressed a groan at the idea of attending a cocktail party—even to save her precious church. It was exactly what she didn’t want to do after a long, stressful week. Schmooze with a bunch of entitled strangers.
Plus, she’d have to get a babysitter for the girls.
“Sure, I’d love to,” she said. “Thanks for opportunity.”
“Excellent. I’m sure it’s not at the top of your list of things to do on the weekend. But the food should be good, and the college president is hosting. He’s always very generous with the booze.”
“Well, that’s something at least.”
“And you can talk up the church. You used it in your dissertation, didn’t you? That should be a good way to bring it up.”
After a making a few grateful noises, Leila managed to hang up.
She’d gone through graduate school while she’d been married, after moving to California because of her husband’s job. Her degrees were in History, and for her dissertation she’d used the social and architectural space of the Colonial church to study the politics of the First Great Awakening in New England.
Her divorce from Rick had been finalized about the same time she’d earned her PhD, and she’d accepted the tenure-track position at Benton because her dad still lived in Boston and it felt like going home.
She was excited about the move and the new job. At the fresh start for her life.
Now, however, she had a dozen emails to answer from students. An unfinished book manuscript to complete. A boring cocktail party to attend on Friday night.
And a storm-damaged historic church the college refused to rebuild.
The phone rang again, and she saw it was the work-study student who manned the front desk of the History department. Bradley something.
“This is Dr. Luther,” Leila said, picking up the phone. She’d published all of her work and gotten her degrees under her married name, Leila Luther. It was very hard to change names once you’d started to build a scholarly reputation. If she’d been smarter, she’d have published under her maiden name from the beginning, but she’d been besotted with Rick back then.
And stupid.
“Uh, yeah, Mrs. Luther,” Bradley said. “You have a visitor.”
“It’s Dr. Luther,” she corrected, as gently as she could. She’d corrected him twenty times about the same thing in the last week. “Who’s the visitor?”
“I dunno.”
“Well, can you ask the person who he or she is?”
“He’s already on his way up.”
Most of the History offices were on the third floor, but they’d run out of space in that suite, so her office was on the fourth floor. It had previously been a break room, but they’d made it into an office over the summer. She liked it – with sloping ceilings, hardwood floors, and three big windows. But she understood some of the other faculty weren’t happy about losing their break room.
With a sigh, Leila said, “Next time, please ask for the visitor’s name, and then call up to make sure I’m available.”
“Okay, Mrs. Luther.” Bradley hung up before Leila could respond, which was probably just as well.
Leila stood up and turned to look at her office. It was a mess. One wall was lined with boxes she hadn’t finished unpacking yet. The small, round table and two side chairs were covered with piles of books and papers.
The chair in front of her desk was the neatest – holding only a pile of student advising files she’d just received that afternoon. She hurried around the desk and grabbed the files to clear off the chair.
Whoever was coming up would probably need a place to sit. Likely another faculty member or graduate student. Many of them had stopped by to greet her and size her up.
She looked down at her clothes to make sure her buttons were all done and she hadn’t spilled anything on her pants. She was usually too busy to think much about her appearance, but she glanced in the mirror she’d hung on the wall to make sure her hair wasn’t too embarrassing, since she was new here and she didn’t want people to think she was a slob.
Her daughters liked her hair long, so she’d grown it out almost to her waist. She noticed now that long strands had slipped messily out of the one long braid.
 “Good afternoon,” a pleasant male voice said from the open doorway of her office. “Dr. Luther?”
Leila had been trying to fix her hair, and she twirled around too quickly, hating the thought of being caught primping. One of the files in her hand slipped open and several sheets of paper fell out. With a gurgle of frustration, she leaned over to pick them up, dropping the file in the process.
She picked up the papers but unfortunately left the file on the floor. She stepped on it as she stood back up. There was no friction between the file folder and the hardwood floor, and her foot slipped on it.
She lost her balance completely. The pile of files tucked under her arm ended up littering the floor, and Leila ended up on her ass.
She closed her eyes and tried to catch her breath, feeling her cheeks flame red and praying desperately that it wasn’t the dean at the door.
“Are you all right?” the man said, his voice rich with something she knew to be laughter.
“Yes.” She opened her eyes and took the hand the man had extended to her. She didn’t look up at his face, though. She’d pull herself together before she checked to see who’d witnessed her clumsy display.
She dusted herself off while the man bent over to pick up some of her scattered files.
When he straightened up to hand them to her, they recognized each other at exactly the same moment.
“Leila? Leila Johnson?” he asked.
“Baron?” she breathed, almost in unison. Now she wasn’t just flustered and embarrassed. She was completely disoriented.
She hadn’t seen Baron since she’d graduated from high school. He and Dave had gone to different colleges, and they’d drifted apart as Baron’s lifestyle had gotten wilder and wilder. Dave hadn’t heard from Baron in years.
She thought he lived in New York now, working in the James Coffee offices there.
Yet here he was in her office in Boston, watching her make a fool of herself.
She felt like she was twelve years old again.
To her relief, Baron looked just as disoriented as she felt. A frown transformed his handsome face as his dark eyes scanned her from head to toe. “It’s Leila Luther now? I remembering hearing somewhere that you got married.” His gaze tried to follow her left hand.
She showed him her empty ring finger. “Divorced.”
“Ah.” He smiled and arched his eyebrows. “Sorry?”
In spite of herself, Leila choked on a bubble of laughter, the irony in his voice hitting her without warning. “I’m not, so I don’t know why you should be.”
She wasn’t sorry about the divorce. Her academic career had taken its toll on her marriage. After she’d had the girls six years ago, Rick had expected her to drop out of school and take care of them.
She hadn’t. She loved the girls more than anything, but she also loved her academic career, and there was no reason not to have both. Rick hadn’t been happy, though.
He’d shown his unhappiness by having an affair with a new associate at his law firm.
“Sorry about all that,” Leila added, gesturing to the floor and the files he still held. “I seem to be kind of a mess today.”
“No problem.” He stacked the files neatly and placed them on the one clean corner of her desk. “Sorry if I took you by surprise. I’d assumed the student who, er, greeted me would let you know I was on my way up.”
She wondered if he thought she’d known he was coming up and that was why she’d been primping. She’d dressed professionally rather than attractively today in a brown pants suit, but she suddenly wished she’d worn something different.
She’d never be a beauty queen, but she could look decent if she made an effort.
She wasn’t the plain, geeky girl she’d been before.
 “He said someone was coming up, but the message came a bit garbled.”
The corner of Baron’s mouth quirked up, and Leila was shocked speechless by how attractive he was.
No one was as handsome as Baron, with his lean strength, dark hair, and gorgeous brown eyes. He was still incredibly fit, but he looked more solid than he had as a teenager—the boyish slimness transforming into masculine power.
He wore a dark suit and looked professional, authoritative. Not like the boy with the basketball she remembered.
Realizing that Baron had said something while she was staring at him like a starry-eyed teenager, Leila felt her cheeks burning again. “I’m sorry?”
“I asked if you were settled in yet,” he repeated, his brows arching with what looked like bewildered amusement.
Surely—surely—he wouldn’t know what she was thinking just now. Surely he wouldn’t think she was that same ridiculous girl with the poem he’d laughed at all those years ago.
Reminding herself she was a mature adult with a career and two six-year-old daughters, she said, “Well, as you can see, I’m not quite settled yet. I’m getting there. Unfortunately, the semester doesn’t hold off just so I can get unpacked. So you didn’t come to see me?”
“Actually, I did. I just didn’t know it was you. I dropped by to introduce myself to Dr. Luther and ask about her research.”
“You know my work?” She was genuinely surprised. She’d published several articles, but an academic reputation rarely spread beyond university offices.
He gave her a wry smile that left her momentarily breathless. “I’m not actually in the habit of reading academic journals, but I’m interested in the West Church and did some investigating about who would know its history.
“Oh. I guess that would be me. Why do you care about the church?”
“It’s a great old building, and I’d like to see it preserved.”
Leila was irrationally pleased by his affirmation of her own attachment to the church. Like her, he’d grown up in this area, but she wouldn’t have expected the church to even be on his radar.
When he was a teenager, he’d liked sports. And video games. And music.
“Do you still play the sax?” she asked without thinking.
“Not much. Do you still dress up for dinner every night?”
She almost choked, remembering how she’d tried to doll herself up any time he stayed to eat with her brother and their family. “No.”
She slanted him a look at him through her eyelashes, checking his expression.
He looked smooth and charming at the moment, with an expression that made it clear he was used to being admired.
He wasn’t a real celebrity, but stories about his numerous female conquests and his increasingly dangerous stunts had been common in gossip columns and blogs for the last decade. She’d heard some of them even out in California.
Women no doubt threw themselves at him all the time.
She wasn’t about to be one of those women.
He tilted his head slightly, his eyes holding hers, like he couldn’t quite figure her out. “Well, I won’t keep you,” he said at last. “Do you think we could set up a time to talk about the church?”
“Sure,” she said, with a bright smile. She actually wasn’t all that eager to see him again. He reminded her of the silly girl she used to be—the same one who had fallen for Rick’s slick charisma without realizing what lay underneath.
But they were standing right now in an office in James Hall, named for Baron’s father. The Jameses were long-standing university donors, and maybe he could help save the church.
She rifled through the stuff on her desk until she found a business card. Handing it to him, she said, “Just give me a call or shoot me an email, and we can set something up.”
Then she remembered something she should have remembered before. “I’m sorry about your dad,” she blurted out. His father’s death had been reported in the news. Less than a month ago. She suddenly realized that must be why he was back in Boston. He’d been forced to return to the central James Coffee offices after his father died.
He’d inherited the company. And all the responsibility that came with it.
A dramatic turn for a man who’d spent most of his twenties having fun.
Baron froze, unnaturally still for just a moment. “Thanks.”
She stood stupidly for too long, not knowing what to say. Then she finally thought of something. “How is Steven doing?” She asked mostly to be polite, since she’d never really liked Baron’s younger brother. He’d been a year older than her and teased her unmercifully.  Not in a playful way.
Baron shrugged. “I guess he’s fine.”
“Don’t you know?”
“He dropped off the planet. I haven’t talked to him in three years.”
“Oh. I’m sorry.” That sounded horrible. She’d always been close to her own brother.
Baron evidently was ready to be done with this conversation. He smiled with that same smooth charm. “Thanks.” Then he moved toward the door with only a polite farewell.
She was letting out a sigh of relief when he turned back without warning. “Oh, and try to watch out for those pesky files.”
She tried to give him a cool look of disapproval but didn’t really succeed.
When she was sure he was gone, she went to close the door of her office and leaned against it, rubbing her fingers over her scalp and telling herself the encounter hadn’t really been as embarrassing as she thought.
Yes, he’d caught her primping before his arrival. And, sure, she’d fallen on her ass in front of him. And, true, there had been about a minute when she’d stared at him like a besotted teenager.
But that was all… It wasn’t really that bad.
After a minute, she shook herself off. She was twenty-nine years old, but you just never outgrew occasionally feeling like an idiot.
But she had more email to answer. And a book manuscript to finish. And two classes to prepare for tomorrow.
She wouldn’t waste her time worrying about what Baron James happened to think about her, no matter how insanely hot the man was.
Baron was a ridiculous name, anyway.
When she was a kid, she’d thought Baron was the most romantic name she’d ever heard. She’d always called him that, even though he kept insisting he be called James instead.
Giving Baron that poem was still a mortifying memory, but it wasn’t the stupidest thing she’d ever done. When she was twenty-one, she’d married a handsome, charming man who cared more about himself than he’d ever cared about her.
It was a new school year now, though, and she had a brand new job, a new house for her and the girls, a fresh new start at her life.
She wasn’t going to be stupid anymore. She was going to make good decisions and act like a sensible adult.
Absolutely no more swooning over unattainable men, no matter how irresistible they were.
***
About an hour later, she heard familiar footsteps running down the hallway toward her office.
She turned in her desk chair soon enough to see two little girls run into the office with two long pairs of blond ponytails flying out behind them.
“Mommy,” Charlotte exclaimed dramatically, throwing open her arms like she was greeting a long-lost friend. “We’re here! We’re here! Aren’t you surprised?”
Leila suppressed a laugh. “I am surprised. How in the world did you get here?”
Jane was a few steps behind Charlotte, and she shook her head with grave wisdom at her twin sister. “She knew we were coming, silly. She told Miss Martin to bring us here.”
Charlotte frowned. “She didn’t know we were coming upstairs. Did you, Mommy?”
“I definitely didn’t know that.” She gave Charlotte a hug and looked over the girl’s shoulder at Jane. “Aren’t you happy to see me too, Jane?”
The girl’s sober little face broke out in smiles. “We rode up in the elevator. It made lots of creaky noises.”
“It does make a lot of noises.” Leila held an arm out and wrapped Jane into a hug too. “You didn’t sneak away from Miss Martin to come up here, did you?”
“Of course not,” Charlotte explained. “Miss Martin brought us up in the elevator, but then she had to make a visit to the little ladies room.”
The girls both giggled, and Leila took that opportunity to straighten Charlotte’s cotton skirt and rebuckle Jane’s sandal—correctly this time.
 “I thought you were going to play outside until I came down,” Leila said. “Did you get bored?”
“No, we had fun,” Charlotte replied. “We played…Thermo…thermos…” She looked at her sister for help.
“Therm-o-ply.”
“Thermopylae?” Leila asked, blinking a couple of times. “How did you do that?”
“I was the Spartans, and Charlotte was the Persians. I stood my ground, but there was lots more of her.”
Leila gave a bewildered chuckle and decided Miss Martin was getting rather ambitious with the games. “Sounds like quite a confrontation.”
“Mommy,” Jane said, her voice hesitant as she stared with wide green eyes around the room. The girls were identical twins and looked almost exactly alike.
“What is it, sweetie?”
“I think you need to clean up your office.”
Leila laughed out loud. The move had been hard for them, but they’d been dealing with it pretty well. “You’re absolutely right. Maybe you can help me on Saturday. Would you like that?”
The girls agreed that sounded like an excellent plan. Leila swung the strap of her leather satchel over her shoulder, allowing Charlotte and Jane to each carry a book on the way out, and they all went to collect Miss Martin and go home.
By the time they left the building, Leila had almost forgotten that Baron James had paid her a visit that afternoon.
It wasn’t until bedtime that she thought about him again and wondered why he’d been interested in her dilapidated little church.

 
Two
 
Today was not Baron’s best day, and all he’d done so far was look at his schedule.
His father had run James Coffee as a one-man operation, requiring even small decisions to pass through his office before they were implemented, and Baron had no idea how his father had done it. Every day, Baron would go into the office, sit at his father’s desk, and just barely keep his head above water as emails and phone calls and documents to sign and urgent meetings slammed into him in waves.
The company hadn’t even officially transitioned to him yet, but someone had to sit at this desk if James Coffee was going to stay afloat.
Just six weeks ago, his top priority had been convincing his father to let him off from his job responsibilities long enough for Baron to tour with a jazz band for a few months.
Then his father died and everything changed.
“I thought I told you I can’t work through lunch every day,” Baron gritted out, trying and failing to keep with tone polite with MaryAnn, who had been his father’s assistant for over twenty years.
“I know, sir, but noon is the only time Mr. Chester had available for the call. The decision has to be made this week. It’s Friday, which means you have to talk to him today. ”
“I know it’s Friday.” It was only seven-thirty in the morning, and Baron already had a pounding headache. He gulped his coffee, but it was too hot, and it burned as it went down his throat. “And this marketing meeting this afternoon will have to be cut short. I’ve got to go to a cocktail party tonight.”
“What party is that? It wasn’t on your schedule.”
“It’s not work related.”
“You still need to let me know, so I know where you are and when you’re unavailable.”
Baron tried very hard not to groan in frustration. “It’s a Benton College thing.”
“Related to the purchase of the church?”
“Yes.”
MaryAnn busily entered something into the tablet she carried around with her everywhere. She was a polished woman with silver hair and a perpetually disapproving expression. “Has there been any progress on the purchase?”
 “The church is a personal thing. Not related to company business.”
“Your father would always—”
“I don’t care what my father would do. I’ll ask for your help when I need it.”
She glanced down at her tablet. “Understood, sir.”
Baron released his breath in a loud gust. Now he felt like an absolute ass. “I’m sorry. I really do appreciate your help.”
“Thank you, sir. You need to get through this stack of documents before you do anything else this morning.” She gestured to the pile of papers she’d placed in the very center of his work surface. “Nothing can move forward on any of those initiatives until you sign them.”
MaryAnn sounded rather bossy, probably because she’d reminded him about the stack several times over the last two days. But it wasn’t like he’d been frittering away the time having fun. He’d averaged fifteen hours a day in this office every day this week. The only personal time he’d taken was the hour he’d gone over to Benton College to see Leila.  “Okay.”
He moved the stack of documents closer to him and forced himself to read the words on the top page. He assumed everything had been thoroughly vetted before it got to this desk, but he couldn’t yet bring himself to sign something he hadn’t at least read.
When he read and signed the first document, he glanced over at MaryAnn, realizing she was going to hover over him until he’d gone through the entire stack. He bit back an impatient comment and kept reading.
***
Later that evening, Baron saw Leila as soon as he entered the great room of the house belonging to Benton College’s president.
Baron wasn’t in the habit of going to college cocktail parties—in fact, he tried to avoid cocktail parties as a general rule—but he’d been invited, and he currently had reason to stay on the good side of the Benton administration.
For years, his father had wanted the college to sell him the parcel of land on the west side of campus—including the little church. Only after the recent storm damage had Benton College shown any openness to the sale at all.
His father had wanted this to happen, so the purchase was now a priority for Baron as well.
He greeted his hostess and made some idle small talk, his eyes straying over to Leila across the room.
He couldn’t believe the mousey little girl he remembered had transformed into this woman.
Leila had her back to him, but he recognized her small form and the lush curve of her ass. He’d seen her some when she’d been an older teenager, but he definitely didn’t remember her having such a gorgeous body.
She wore a dark skirt suit and a pair of heels that accentuated her legs. When her head turned he saw she was still wearing the wire-framed glasses. She was talking enthusiastically to a couple he recognized from the Board of Trustees.
She used to have a thing for him. She’d written him a very flowery poem that still made him chuckle to think about.
Baron hadn’t had sex since his father had died. He hadn’t even been on a date. He’d done nothing but work and worry and try desperately to recover the flimsy threads of his family remaining.
He was suddenly hit with the desire to feel like himself again. To be himself. He didn’t have time for a dangerous adventure sport, and he didn’t have the energy to restart his active social life.
But at least he could enjoy a woman for one evening.
Baron knew how to do that.
He played nice with the president for a while and then made his way over to the other side of the room, picking up two glasses of Merlot as he did
Leila’s glass was empty, but he could see the wine she’d been drinking was red.
She still hadn’t noticed him, which was honestly surprising and a little annoying. He certainly didn’t assume he had to be the center of attention, but Baron wasn’t used to not being noticed at all. At least by women.
She was still talking to the same couple, and a few more college trustees had wandered over to listen.
One of them, an affluent Boston heart surgeon, nodded and smiled at Baron as he approached. “James, you should hear this. You’re interested in our little church too.”
“What should I listen to?” Baron smiled at Leila. “Dr. Luther, it’s good to see you again.”
Leila blinked, his presence obviously taking her by surprise, but she returned his smile. “Hi.” She accepted the glass of wine he offered, slanting him a decidedly suspicious look afterwards.
Baron was accustomed to getting any woman he wanted. He never had to try very hard.  Leila wasn’t the kind of woman he normally pursued, but he was hardly blind to her delicious little body, her deep green eyes, and those sensuous lips.
And he wanted to feel like himself again, if only for one night.
His smile didn’t waver as he raised his glass slightly toward her. “I’ve already looked into Dr. Luther’s research on the churches of the Great Awakening. It’s very impressive.”
He met her eyes with an arch of his eyebrow, which should have left her breathless. Instead, she responded with a dry look of inquiry, as if she was wondering what he was up to.
Surely, she recognized that he was subtly coming on to her.
“Why are you interested in West Church at all?” she asked. She’d asked him the same thing back in her office, but she obviously wasn’t content with the answer she’d received.
He gave a half-shrug. “I’ve made an offer on the property.”
“What? Really? You’re not planning to tear it down, are you?”
“Why would you assume that?”
“I’m just surprised you’re interested in it at all, and I know the property could be valuable to developers. Why would you spend money on the church if you’re not planning to tear it down?”
He didn’t answer her question. He hadn’t told anyone why he wanted to the church—as a sentimental gesture in memory of his father. Leila felt familiar to him, like they had a long history, but he really didn’t know who she was anymore. He wasn’t about to tell her the truth.
Instead, he asked, “Why is it so important to you? I don’t remember you being religious.”
“I’m not religious. It’s not about that. It’s about the history the building represents.”
“What history is that?”
She paused and peered at him, as if checking if he was really interested. Then she said, “The moment of the first Great Awakening in history shaped New England. It shaped the entire United States. If you look through the course of history, it’s when people really believe in something—when they’re moved by that belief—that we make real progress. That’s when we create beauty, when we discover the unknown, when we make the world better. What happened in churches like West Church changed the world. I wrote a dissertation on all the ways that happened. It doesn’t matter that whether we believe the same things they believed. What matters is that it shaped who we are."
She wasn’t playing an angle here. She wasn’t trying to charm him or out-maneuver him or hide her real agenda. The words were obviously what she genuinely believed, and she wanted him to believe it too.
Baron had no idea how to respond.
“That’s amazing,” the heart surgeon said. “I’ve never thought about it before, but that’s why colleges exist in the first place. Maybe we should rebuild the church after all.”
Baron was suddenly worried she’d unintentionally blown apart his whole plans for the purchase by convincing these board members not to sell the property.
He couldn’t lose the church. It had meant too much to his father. “I’m planning to rebuild the church, preserving all of its historic character,” he said. “And I have the money to invest to make that happen, without any sacrifice on Benton’s part. It seems like a win-win situation.”
He was relieved when he saw this reality register on the heart surgeon’s face.
Leila’s face, on the other hand, looked confused, with just an edge of distrust. She was probably wondering why a man with his long-standing reputation for taking nothing seriously was bothering with the church at all.
She used to look at him with adoration. He’d never thought much about her when she was a kid, but he hadn’t failed to recognize all the soulful looks she’d aimed at him. It had made him laugh back then—all in good-humor, since he’d been attached to her entire family. Dave had been his best friend, but spending time with the rest of the family had filled a different sort of need in him.
There was no trace of infatuation—or even admiration—on Leila’s face now.
He was good with women, though. He always had been.
He was sure he could remove the distance in her eyes and convince her to indulge in an evening with him.
He’d have to go back into the office tomorrow. The work didn’t stop just because it was Saturday. But for one night he could feel like Baron again.
So when the conversation broke up, he managed to maneuver Leila away from the others and then out onto the patio where the background noises faded into a murmur and the moonlight was soft.
She stared at him blankly, as if she wasn’t sure what had just happened. Her lips parted slightly in an expression that was unexpectedly delectable.
Baron was startled when his body responded slightly to the curve of her lips, her neck, her hips.
How could she be so incredibly beautiful when he’d known her all of his life?
“Do you want to just tell me what you’re up to?” Leila demanded, frowning up at him.
“What do you mean?”
“I can’t figure out why I’m the victim of this fake, charming act.”
Now Baron frowned. “Fake, charming act?”
“I’ve known you a long time, remember? And I’ve heard plenty of stories about you—some of which must be true. I know for damned sure you’re not interested in me.”
“Why wouldn’t I be interested in you?”
“Baron, really.” She looked impatient and pushed her hair behind her ear. “Never in your life did you show the slightest interest in me.”
Scanning her face, he realized that she was absolutely sincere. She clearly couldn’t fathom that he would ever be attracted to her.
 “Baron?” Leila prompted. Now she was looking at him like he’d gone crazy.
 “We were kids. A lot has changed. You’re a beautiful woman. Of course, I’m interested.”
She actually rolled her eyes. “Right.”
“You used to be attracted to me too. If I recall correctly, you thought my eyes were like smoldering coal in a fire, and my laughter wafted over you like—”
“Oh,” she gasped, her cheeks flushing even deeper. “You ass. I was twelve! And if you had any kindness in your heart at all, you wouldn’t bring up something like that to—”
Baron was suddenly hit with the urge to kiss her, to somehow capture, touch, connect with all of her gorgeous authenticity.
He rarely denied himself such urges.
He reached out and took her face in both of his hands. Leaning into a kiss, he felt his body tighten as she swayed toward him. Then her lips parted slightly beneath the brush of his tongue.
She smelled like something light and fresh, and her long hair tangled around his fingers as he slid a hand back to cup her head. She made a delicious, throaty sound into his mouth as she pressed against him, and his blood started to surge—into his head, darkening his eyes, and into parts lower.
He was starting to harden against her when she pulled away.
Her cheeks were flushed, and she was breathing unevenly, but so was he. For a moment, he had trouble catching his breath.
His body pulsed with arousal—so deeply he was genuinely shocked. He’d wanted to be himself again, but he didn’t normally react like this.
It had clearly been too long since he’d been with a woman.
“Wow,” she breathed, putting a hand up to cover her lips. “You’re a really good kisser.”
Something in his chest relaxed, and he began to feel himself toward familiar ground. “Then why did you pull away?”
The familiar ground fell away beneath his feet. She smiled sweetly. “Because you might have hated yourself in the morning if you’d had a one-night-stand with Dave’s little sister.”
Baron’s mouth fell open.
She left him there, and he was so surprised he didn’t move for a couple of minutes.
She had responded to the kiss. He knew she had. She’d been just as into it as he was, but she’d still walked away.
That just didn’t happen to Baron.
The only woman who had ever walked away from him was Molly, and that was after he’d rejected her first.
When he could finally wrap his mind around what had just occurred, he couldn’t decide if he was annoyed with Leila or intrigued.
Either way, he felt nothing at all like his old self. 
***
On Wednesday of the following week, Baron was forced to conclude that today wasn’t his best day either.
He felt vaguely sick as he spoke to Bob Moore, the private investigator who’d worked for his father for years. “You told him what we’d discussed?”
“I did. He said it changed nothing.”
“You told him I’d give him—”
“He said he wanted nothing to do with you. He said not to try to contact him again.”
It hurt. More than he’d expected.
He and his brother, Steven, had never been close. It used to not bother Baron very much. Even after Steven had walked out on their family a few years ago, cutting all ties with his old life, Baron had been resigned rather than grief-stricken about it.
But last year Baron had finally recognized that his rootless lifestyle wasn’t making him happy. He’d done a few stupid things in the wake of that knowledge, including trying to win back Molly, the only woman he’d ever been close to.
That hadn’t worked out, which was probably just as well. So instead Baron had talked his father into sending a private investigator to discover Steven’s location and then trying to mend fences, to reshape their family.
They’d found Steven easily enough, but he’d rejected all advances.
Last month, Baron had renewed the efforts toward reconciliation, hoping his father’s death might have thawed his brother’s resentment, but Steven wanted nothing to do with anyone whose last name was James.
They were the only family either of them had left, but evidently Baron was the only one who wanted a family connection.
 “Mr. James?”
“Yeah,” Baron said, shaking his head hard. “Sorry. Okay. Give me a few days, and I’ll figure out whether we should do anything else.”
“Of course, sir.”
After he’d hung up, Baron sat for a long time staring at his computer screen, the email he’d been composing growing unfocused until it was just a gray blur.
The phone rang, and MaryAnn told him she’d had to schedule a two-hour meeting at the very end of the day.
He’d been sitting at this desk since six-thirty that morning, and he’d be here until at least eight in the evening.
He had seventy minutes until the first of several back-to-back meetings. He could keep trying to clear out some of his email. Or he could read and sign a new pile of documents, now sitting in his inbox. Or he could sit and stew about Steven and how he had absolutely no family left.
His eyes weren’t working, and it felt like his chest was constricting.
He wasn’t sure he could do this job. He wasn’t sure he could do any of this. He wasn’t sure he would ever be himself again.
He missed his father so much he could barely breathe.
His missed his brother, although he’d never really had him.
Baron suddenly lurched to his feet and grabbed his phone.
On his way out, he offered no explanation. Just told MaryAnn he’d be back in an hour.
***
Baron headed back to the church on the Benton College campus—the first place that crossed his mind as a temporary escape, a place that might actually feel quiet, peaceful, connected to family in a positive way.
As he walked over to the church, he glanced up at James Hall, one of the original buildings on campus from the nineteenth century. His father had donated the money to restore the building a number of years ago. How ironic that Leila would now be working there.
It occurred to him to go up and see if she was in her office. He hadn’t called or contacted her in any way after the cocktail party, but he’d thought about her more than he’d expected to.
Maybe he should call her. The short time he’d spent with her on Friday evening had been the only thing that had really engaged him all week.
He was distracted by thoughts of her, so he’d almost reached the church before he heard the children’s voices.
“The Persians are coming! The Persians are coming!”
Baron blinked and glanced around the corner of the church building.
“Hey!” one of the girls cried, scrambling down from the little hill on which she’d been standing. “It’s the movie-star man!”
The other girl, also in blond ponytails, twirled around. “Hello,” she said with impressive courtesy for a child. “We were playing Therm-o-ply, just like you said.”
Baron raised his eyebrows. When he’d run across these two last week, they’d been at his heels while he was looking around at the church, so he suggested they play in the little valley between the mounds of earth a distance away. The serious one had asked what they were supposed to play, so he’d come up with the Siege of Thermopylae—mostly to distract them and keep them occupied until he was ready to leave.
He’d never have imagined they would take the ridiculous game so seriously and still be playing it a week later.
“Do you have any more games for us today?” the loud one said. She ran up to him with a sunny grin, and he decided the girl probably had only to give someone that smile to get anything she wanted.
“Do I look like a game player?” He tried to make his voice distant enough to discourage the girls from clinging.
They weren’t discouraged.
The loud one giggled, and the serious one replied, “No, but you could play with us if you wanted.”
“You can be the Persians!”
Torn between laughing and shooing them away so he could be left alone, Baron arched one eyebrow. “I’d be a terri—”
“How do you do that?” the loud one interrupted, contorting her face in a bizarre way.
The serious one seemed to know what her twin was talking about. “Like this,” the girl said, using her fingers to keep one of her eyebrows high while she tried to lower the other.
“Charlotte, Jane, don’t bother the man, please,” a woman’s voice called out—an older woman who sat on a bench nearby and knitted.
“We’re not bothering!” the loud one—either Charlotte or Jane—insisted. “He’s showing us how to do an eyebrow thing!”
Hit with a brainstorm, Baron gestured toward a large tree an agreeable distance from the church. “Here’s a game for you. Robin Hood hid in the trees to rob from the rich and give to the poor. Maybe you should try it.”
“Ooh! That’s a good game!” the loud one said.
“Okay,” the other agreed. “We’ll hide and you come by in a little while. Since you’re rich, we’ll rob you.”
“An admirable plan.” Baron wasn’t sure he’d be making it over to the tree for the girls to rob, but they looked so excited he didn’t have the heart to tell them “no” directly.
He started to walk around the church, trying to get a better sense of how much damage had been done from the storm and if the historic character could be preserved in the rebuild.
After a few minutes, a stir of noise from the direction of the tree made him glance over.
He started to walk toward the girls immediately and, when he got a better look at what was happening, he started to run.
“Charlotte!” the older woman screamed from the bench.
The loud little girl—whose name was evidently Charlotte—was hanging from a branch of the tree that was way too high for her to have climbed.
When Baron reached the tree, the other girl, Jane, was crying and looking up at her sister. “I told her not to go up all the way.”
“How’re you doing up there, Charlotte?” Baron called, intentionally keeping his voice light. If he scared her, she’d be more likely to fall.
“I was being Robin Hood, but I couldn’t shoot my arrow and I slipped.” Her voice broke on the last word, but she sounded more indignant than terrified.
“You’ll shoot the arrow better from down here. Can you get your foot on that branch below you?”
The older woman had reached them, and Baron motioned for her to silence her panicked exclamation at Charlotte’s awkward maneuvers in the tree. The girl couldn’t seem to stabilize herself on the branch beneath her.
“Do you want me to be Will Scarlett, Robin Hood’s best friend, and come up there to help?”
“Yes, please.”
Jane had her fist in her mouth, trying to stop herself from crying as she stared up at her sister. Baron gave one of her ponytails a tug. “You can hold this for me,” he said, handing her his phone.
So Baron had to climb a tree. In his business suit. On the edge of a college campus.
It wasn’t exactly the way he would have chosen to spend the afternoon.
He probably shouldn’t have suggested the girls play around the tree, though, and the little girl was being remarkably brave. Plus, there wasn’t anyone else around who could climb up there after her.
So he climbed. He talked to her casually as he did, telling her about Robin Hood, Will Scarlett, and Maid Marion and about how, when she got down, she could play a lot better.
When he reached a high enough branch, he braced himself against the trunk to assess the situation. He didn’t want to put much weight on the branch Charlotte was hanging onto, so he balanced on the large branch beneath it and stepped out toward her.
“You ripped your sleeve,” Charlotte informed him, as he grabbed her and hauled her over toward the tree trunk.
“So I did.” Baron hadn’t just ripped up one of the sleeves of his jacket. He had also scratched the back of his neck. “You’ll have to pay for it, I guess.”
Charlotte giggled, not for a moment believing he was serious.
They managed to climb down to the lower branches, and Baron swung himself down to the ground and reached up to take Charlotte.
The girl extended her arms toward him, but he didn’t expect her to jump off the branch toward him at the same time.
She did jump, and the momentum threw him off balance.
The next thing he knew he was sprawled flat on the ground with a blond child on top of him.
He opened his eyes to see the other girl peering down at him with wide green eyes that suddenly looked eerily familiar. “You fell down.”
“I did.”
This was definitely not turning out to be one of his better days.
Charlotte was trying to pick herself up, but unfortunately that included elbowing him in the chest and kneeing him in the stomach. She stared down at him too with those same green eyes.
And suddenly Baron knew who the eyes belonged to. He knew who these disastrous girls belonged to.
Another pair of green eyes stared down at him, paired with an adult face and a very adult body.
“And I’ve told them over and over again that they’re not supposed to tackle strangers,” Leila said. Her voice was light, but her face was kind of pale, and he wondered how much of the dramatics she’d seen.
Now that he knew, the resemblance was glaringly obvious. These girls couldn’t belong to anyone except Leila. It had never even crossed his mind before, though.
“It was nice of you to play Will Scarlett for us,” Jane said, brushing away the remnants of her tears. “But I think we should play Therm-o-ply instead.”
Charlotte patted Baron on the chest, just as he was trying to sit up. “We’ll even let you be the Spartans!”
Baron finally managed to regain his feet, dirty, bruised, and torn in more than one place. He angled a look over at Leila, who had pulled Charlotte into a hug but was gazing at him with eyes that were mostly apologetic.
But a tiny part of her expression, Baron was convinced, reflected faint amusement. At him.
Not—not—his best day.

 
Three
Eighteen years ago
 
“Give it back,” Leila demanded, making a lunge for Steven, who’d just grabbed her journal before she’d even known he was there. She’d wanted to write in privacy, but he’d found her in her favorite reading spot at a big rock near the stream that ran behind her backyard.
Baron and Steven’s house was less than a mile away, although they lived on a much more affluent street.
He laughed in that way he always had—like he was gloating, like he was better than everyone else—and held the mauve-colored journal out of her reach.
Angry and embarrassed both, she lunged for it again, this time tripping and falling to the ground.
He laughed again, opening the journal to a random page and starting to read aloud. He was twelve, just a year older than her, and he’d never once been nice to her. “Today I got braces. They make my teeth sore, and I hate how they look. But maybe I’ll look better when they’re off. I wish I was pretty. Then maybe—”
“Stop,” she yelled, jumping up and grabbing for her journal again. “Shut up.”
He was bigger than she was, and he held her off with a hand on her chest. She fought the pressure, so angry now she clutched at his shirt for some leverage to better reach his extended arm.
He had dark eyes like Baron—only they were always sharp and mean. He wasn’t as cute as Baron was, and he wasn’t good at school or at sports. He laughed again and said, “Wouldn’t it be nice to be pretty, Leila? What would you do if you were pretty?”
He turned back to the journal, and she could tell he was going to read again. She made an outraged sound in her throat and tried to grab at it, tackle him, anything it would take to get it back.
He pushed her away with more force than she’d expected. She stumbled backwards and landed on the ground hard, jarring herself so painfully she lost her breath.
Before she could orient herself enough to respond, someone else was suddenly there too.
She wasn’t exactly sure how it happened, but Steven ended up on the ground, landing awkwardly and with a loud huff.
Baron ended up with the journal.
“What’s going on?” he demanded, glaring down at his brother. “What did you do to her?”
“I didn’t do anything. I was just teasing. It’s none of your business.”
Baron made a face like Steven was nothing but trash and turned toward Leila. “What did he do to you?”
“Nothing.” She didn’t have a problem telling on a jerk like Steven, but she was upset about the whole thing and didn’t want Baron to know about it.
“Why are you on the ground? Why did he push you?”
“It was an accident. He took my journal, and I was trying to get it back.”
He extended a hand to help her to her feet. Her bottom hurt from falling on it so hard, and her cheeks burned from the emotional and physical turmoil. When she was standing, she accepted the journal Baron handed her.
Then she saw a motion behind him. “Baron,” she said sharply, “Look out—”
Steven had made a running start, evidently in an attempt to tackle his older brother, but Baron reacted too quickly. He didn’t seem to do much except make a swat with his hand, but Steven ended up back on the ground.
Baron glared. “Why are you always such a brat?” Then he turned his back on his brother again. “I was headed over to play basketball with Dave. Do you want me to walk you back?”
She nodded, feeling upset and relieved and incredibly shy. She straightened her glasses and grabbed her purple-ink pen, which was on the grass near the rock where she’d been sitting. 
Baron didn’t say another word to Steven. Just started walking toward her house. She fell in step with him and had no idea what to say.
“Are you all right?” he asked, after a minute.
She nodded, her eyes on her sneakers. She didn’t feel all right. She felt like she might throw up—either from the push, the fall, or too much emotion.
“Did he hurt you?”
Licking her lips, she managed to say, “No.”
“It looks like he hurt you.”
“I just fell. I’m okay.”
They walked in silence for another minute. Then she summoned up the courage to say, “Thank you.”
“It was nothing.”
“He’s going to be mad at you now.”
“He’s always mad at me.”
“But he’ll do something to get back at you.”
“He’s always trying to get back at me.” He looked really tired for a moment. More tired than she’d ever seen him. “I don’t know why he hates me so much.”
She knew. She’d known both Baron and Steven her whole life, and she knew the answer. It took her a long time, but she finally worked herself up to saying it. “He’s jealous.”
Baron glanced over at her in surprise. “What?”
“He’s jealous of you. That’s why he’s always mad.”
“Jealous of what?”
“You can do everything better than him. Everyone likes you. No one likes him. He wants what you have, and he’s mad because he can never have it.”
“How do you know that?”
She shrugged and looked away. “I just do.”
“There’s nothing I can do about any of that.”
“I know. It’s not your fault. It’s his. People would like him if he was nice.”
They’d reached her backyard, but Baron stopped in the middle of it, looking down at her, as if he was really seeing her. “You’re pretty smart, kid.”
She blushed and stared at the grass, trying not to wriggle in pleasure.
Despite the unexpected compliment, she could tell Baron felt bad about how mean his brother was, and she wanted to make him feel better. “Dave and I fight all the time too.”
Baron laughed. “You have no idea what fighting really is. You have a good family. Mine…isn’t like yours.”
“Oh.”
Dave called out from the house just then, and they both turned toward his voice.
Leila went to hide her journal under her mattress, and Baron went to play video games with Dave and forgot all about her existence.
***
Present
 
Leila tried to juggle her books, papers, and coffee cup as she unlocked the door to her office. She managed—barely—just catching one of her books as it slid off the pile in her arms.
The entire pile toppled, however, when her office phone rang and she hurried over to answer it.
At her greeting, a familiar male voice said, “How was class?”
She swallowed and felt an odd shudder from somewhere inside her. “Baron. Hi. How did you know I was in class?”
“Your class times and office hours are listed on your college web page.”
It was true. For some reason, however, Leila felt strange about Baron looking her up on Benton’s website.
“I wanted to make sure I caught you in your office,” he added.
“Oh. Right. Well, here I am.”
“How does your week look?” It sounded like there was a smile in his voice, but she couldn’t quite identify the resonance.
“About normal.”
“I was hoping we could get together some time to talk about the church.”
After the mess with poor Charlotte and the tree the previous week, Leila had thought Baron would do his best to make himself scarce, so she was surprised by the invitation. She didn’t like the way he sounded now—smooth, charming, totally in control.
It made her feel like that silly, besotted girl she used to be.
He’d gone way out of his way to rescue Charlotte, though, and she could have gotten seriously hurt. Leila hadn’t forgotten the surge of absolute panic she’d felt when she’d come out of James Hall and had discovered Charlotte very near to falling.
Part of her wanted to shut Baron down completely—throw his offer back in his face—out of nothing more than an irrational resistance to a man so sure of himself.
That would be immature, though, so she said, “Sure. We could do that.”
“Dinner then? On Thursday around eight?”
She was about to give an automatic agreement when she stopped herself. She wasn’t busy on Thursday evening, but Baron hadn’t even asked. 
Despite herself, she was definitely still attracted to the man, but she’d been married for too many years to a cool, overconfident bastard, and she knew better than to let herself be taken in by it now.
“Dinner is kind of hard, with the girls and everything.”
“What about lunch then?” There was a pause in which she knew he was checking his schedule. “I could try to move some things around.”
“Tomorrow’s good. I don’t teach on Wednesdays.”
“Where would you like to meet?”
She was kind of surprised he asked, and she suggested a little sandwich shop near campus.
When they disconnected, she sat for a few minutes staring at the telephone.
Baron was an absolute mystery to her. She’d thought she’d known him when they were growing up—the good-hearted, charming boy who exceled at absolutely everything but still struck her as somehow lonely. That boy, however, had morphed into something else.
She pictured again Baron sprawled on the grass last week. His expression had been genuine, for perhaps the first time since she’d reencountered him. Real. Human. A tangled mixture of bewilderment, frustration, and irony.
As ridiculous as it was—and it must say something weird and twisted about herself—she found that memory of Baron infinitely more attractive, more arousing, then the kiss they’d shared at the party.
And the kiss had been really good.
***
Lunch with Baron the next day was baffling.
They sat at a corner table in the sandwich shop for almost an hour and talked about her research on Great Awakening era churches. Baron had obviously done his homework. He knew her publications in detail and had incredibly intelligent questions to ask about them. That wasn’t what was surprising.
What surprised her was, at the end of their lunch, she still couldn’t figure out why he was interested in West Church at all.
Their conversation had faded into a natural lull, and Leila idly stirred her water glass, trying to think of any possible reason for Baron’s inexplicable interest in some obscure little church.
Finally, she gave up. Looking up, she met dark eyes that always seemed to see so much more than they should. “So why does any of this matter to you?” 
Baron blinked, something in his suave façade shifting just a little. He gave a half-shrug. “I’m interested.”
“But why? What about this church is important to you?”
When he answered, the words were almost swallowed over. “My parents were married in that church.”
“Oh.” She was completely shocked. Completely taken aback.
He gave the half-shrug she’d seen him do several times now. A characteristic gesture indicating that whatever he was saying wasn’t really important to him. “It meant a lot to my dad. He always talked about restoring it, and I know he wanted to do it because he always loved my mom—even after they got divorced. She couldn’t stand that he worked all the time, so she finally left him. But he never stopped loving her. So now that he’s… It just seems like a good time buy the church and restore it like he’d wanted.”
“Oh.”
He was acting like it was no big deal, like it was just a nice thing to do in his father’s memory. She could tell it meant something to him, though—simply by the fact that he was pretending it didn’t.
She felt a sudden pull of empathy toward him. As a boy, he’d always had an incredibly kind heart, rescuing stray dogs and birds and her more than once.
If the last decade of his life was any evidence, he appeared to have lost that kind heart in the wake of too much money, too many women, and too much excitement.
He hadn’t, though. She could see with crystal-clarity now that he hadn’t.
Today he wore another business suit with steel gray tie. The chiseled contours of his features were distinct, inexplicably compelling, and the little lines around his eyes and mouth etched maturity deep into his face.
People looked at him. All the time. Sometimes recognizing him for the James name or his notorious reputation. Sometimes women, manifestly appreciating his physical appeal.
His appeal to Leila was more than physical, but it was also incredibly dangerous.
She wanted—needed—a normal, stable life for her and the girls, and she could never find that with Baron.
It didn’t matter that she suddenly felt close to him, the way she used to feel as a girl. 
She stared down at her empty plate and tried to convince herself to get it together.
Baron obviously loved his father, wanted to rebuild the church in memory of his family. That was a good thing. Spoke well about him. Revealed a humanity at the heart of him.
But it didn’t mean he was suddenly good boyfriend material.
She glanced down at her watch. “Oh, damn, it’s almost two. I have a department meeting.”
Whatever strange tension had been filling the air dissipated immediately.  Baron thanked her for her time, and she thanked him for lunch, and they went their separate ways.
As she left, Leila told herself that all of her wise reflections were moot, since Baron would never be seriously interested in her anyway.
***
On Friday, Leila got in the elevator in James Hall with Jane and Charlotte—and with Miss Martin, who had brought them up to wait in her office, since it was drizzly outside.
Leila leaned against the wall. She was exhausted. Really glad the week was over.
“Please can’t we play by the church, Mommy,” Charlotte begged, folding her hands in an exaggerated gesture of supplication.
“It’s too wet today, and we’ve got to get home so we have time to make our pizza and watch a movie.”
“I guess.” Charlotte stuck her chin out a little, but Leila was relieved to see there were no signs of a temper-fit.
“It’s my turn to put the pepperoni on,” Jane informed one and all. “Last time, Charlotte did it, so this time it’s my turn.”
“That’s right. It’s your turn.” Leila slanted a look over at her other daughter, who had taken a deep breath in preparation for something. “Right, Charlotte?”
The girl let the breath out in a loud gust. “Right. Next time is my turn.”
Fortunately, it wasn’t raining when they got outside, and Leila started toward the lot where they were parked.
Then Jane tugged on her jacket and pointed in the direction of the church. “Mommy, there’s the movie-star man.”
“The movie-star man!” Charlotte exclaimed, taking a few excited steps toward where Baron stood with a portfolio, talking to another man, whom Leila recognized as the Vice President of Finance for the college.
“Why do you call him the movie-star man?” Leila asked in genuine curiosity, trying to ignore the way her heartbeat had sped up at the sight of Baron.
“He looks like a movie-star. Doesn’t he?”
He did. Kind of.
The girls both started toward Baron.
“Jane, Charlotte,” Leila said, loudly enough to make both girls pause and look back at her. “Remember what we talked about?”
Jane hurried back over and took Leila’s hand. “Can we go say hi to Mr. James, Mommy?”
Leila wanted more than anything to say “no,” since she felt uncomfortable about the odd way their lunch a couple of days ago had ended. But she’d had a long talk with Charlotte last week, and this was as good a time as any to follow through with it. “Charlotte? Are you ready?”
Her daughter’s little face contorted slightly, as if she were trying to swallow down her bubbling excitement. “Okay.” She let Leila take her hand too, and they all trooped down toward the church.
Baron was facing away from them, so he didn’t know they were approaching until Charlotte started to call out, “Hi—”
“We don’t interrupt when other people are talking,” Leila chided, with a familiar sense of trying to herd milling sheep into proper order.
Baron had turned around at Charlotte’s first syllable. The initial flash of expression on his face was surprise and something less clear, but his expression settled itself into his characteristic charm.
Leila gave Charlotte a significant look and a very slight nudge forward.
The girl squared her shoulders, her ponytails falling messily down her back, and took a few steps toward Baron. “Hello, Mr. James. Thank you for helping me down from the tree and it was very nice of you to help me and I’m sorry if you got hurt or messed up when I landed on you.”
The college VP who had been talking to Baron did a double-take.
Baron’s face was very still as he stared down at Charlotte.
Leila was unaccountably pleased with the way his focus was only on the girl, even if it meant he was basically ignoring Leila herself. A lot of adults acted as if they liked her girls but wouldn’t even meet their eyes when they talked to them.
Leila was pretty sure that Baron wasn’t a kid-person, but at least he treated them as human.
“You’re welcome,” he said at last. “And your apology is accepted.”
Charlotte clapped her hands and did a little jig of joy.
Baron looked from Charlotte to Leila, and she shrugged in response to his slightly dazed expression, trying to smother a little giggle.
Jane cleared her throat, and they all turned to the other girl, who was trying to smooth the wrinkles out of her khaki skirt. When she was satisfied with her attempts, she walked over to Baron as well.
“Thank you, Mr. James, for helping my sister. She was silly to climb up in the tree that high.” Ignoring Charlotte’s outraged protest, Jane went on, “You were pretty good as Will Scarlet, but next time you should wear something red.”
After another blink, Baron said seriously, “You’re welcome too. I’ll keep that in mind.”
They weren’t exactly the kind of apologies and offers of thanks that Leila had in mind when she’d talked to the girls about how they should act if they saw Mr. James again, but they’d done their duty as best they could.
So, when they both looked back at her expectedly, she smiled and nodded. Then couldn’t help but laugh when they squealed and ran off toward the two Thermopylae mounds of earth.
“I am sorry,” she told Baron ruefully. “I know I thanked you before, but I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your going up after her last week.”
Baron shrugged off her thanks, the way he hadn’t done with the girls.  He also didn’t meet her eyes when he told her it wasn’t a big deal.
Then, looking more like himself, he gave her his charming smile—the one she was growing less and less fond of. “Thank you for lunch on Wednesday. We’ll have to do it again.”
She tried to think of an appropriate reply that would make clear she wasn’t swooning over him but at the same time wouldn’t sound rude.
Her attempt to think of something to say distracted her from what she should have noticed. She didn’t notice, though. Not until one of her daughters had snuck up and stuck her little hand in Baron’s pocket.
It wasn’t even Charlotte. The thief was Jane.
Baron stared down as the girl dug through his jacket pocket, as if he couldn’t quite figure out what was happening.
Purloining Baron’s phone, the girl sprinted away, just as Leila yelled, “Jane!”
Charlotte had been waiting—evidently to gloat over her sister’s ill-gotten gains—so both of the girls turned toward their mother with looks of indignation.
“It’s a game,” Jane explained, with an air of tested patience. “He taught it to us last time. We’re Robin Hood, and we rob from the rich to give to the poor.” She stared up at Baron, hiding the phone behind her back. “Tell her!”
“I did indeed teach them the game,” he admitted, with the tiniest glimmer of a smile. It was so subtle, so unexpected, Leila thought she must have mistaken it. “However, I didn’t expect it to backfire on me in this outrageous way.”
Leila darted a look over at her girls, momentarily afraid they’d be cowed or upset by his words and his sober tone.
They were both giggling hysterically.
Baron held out his hand, and Jane reluctantly returned the phone.
“It’s okay if you don’t have time to play with us today, Mr. James,” Jane said charitably. “We can play later.”
“We can?” Baron’s eyebrows shot up.
“Yes,” Charlotte exclaimed. “We can play later!”
Jane’s face appeared to be infinitely satisfied with her good day’s work. Smiling up at Baron, she said, “We should shake-n-it.”
Leila’s felt her cheeks flushing, hoping Baron and the college VP wouldn’t think her girls didn’t know how to behave properly.
“Why should we shake on it?” he asked, for the first time looking slightly uncomfortable.
“‘Cause we sorted it all out.” Jane glanced back at Leila for affirmation of her sound reasoning, and then the girl reached her hand up toward Baron.
Baron just stared at the little hand for a moment. For the slightest breath of time, Leila thought she saw uncertainty in his eyes.
Then, without smiling, he reached out and shook Jane’s hand.
Leila felt that shudder start inside her—the one she’d felt a few times before. This time it was almost overwhelming, as she watched Baron shake her daughter’s hand.
Whatever brief uncertainty Baron had felt the moment ago was nothing compared to what she felt now.
This softness she was feeling, this ache at the sight of her girls so obviously won over by this man—for no reason she could possibly understand—was incredibly dangerous.
She was happy with her life now, after the mess of her marriage and divorce. The girls were happy too. And she couldn’t put at risk the stable life she’d worked to build for her and the girls by allowing herself to be swept away by a man whose lifestyle and priorities would always make him unattainable.
It didn’t matter that she was more attracted to him every time she saw him, and it didn’t matter that her babies had decided he was their new best friend.
She was the grown-up. She was their mother.
She’d be careful enough for all of them.
 

 
Four
 
Baron jarred awake, completely disoriented and conscious of only a sharp pain in his neck.
He straightened up, slowly stretching his neck, trying to work out the painful catch.
He sat at his father’s desk, in his father’s office. It was dark outside. His computer screen had gone black. He realized he must have fallen asleep at the desk.
It was after midnight now. He’d stayed late to try to catch up after leaving the office for an hour that afternoon to meet with Benton College administrators about purchasing the property.
 “Mr. James,” a voice came from his doorway.
He glanced up and realized belatedly that he’d been woken up by a knock at the door. “Sorry. What is it?” He felt blurry and completely out of it, and he didn’t like feeling that way.
A young woman walked in—slim, attractive, dark-haired, with a subtly flirtatious smile.  She was an intern here for the fall, and she’d been trying to indicate her availability to him for several weeks. “MaryAnn went home a couple of hours ago. Do you have a moment to sign this?”
“Sure.” He reached for the page, reading it over quickly and then scrawling out his signature.
He suddenly wondered if she’d pulled the document out of a pile on MaryAnn’s desk, just as an excuse to come into his office.
“What are you doing here so late?” he asked.
“MaryAnn had me working on a filing project, and I wanted to get it finished today.”
“Well, you should go home.”
He sure hoped someone else was still on the floor, and he wasn’t here alone with this intern at midnight.
“Is everything all right, Mr. James?” The girl leaned over the desk, flashing a glimpse of her cleavage.
He looked automatically. She was very pretty, but he couldn’t rouse enough interest to pursue her obvious invitation, despite how long it had been since he’d had sex.
Having a fling with an intern was a bad idea, anyway.
“Yes. Of course. Go home now. There’s plenty of time tomorrow to finish the filing.”
She looked slightly disappointed as she left his office.
Baron brought his computer back to life with a tap and shook his head at all the emails that had come in during the half-hour he’d dozed off.
One night, when he was six, just after his parents had gotten divorced, he’d snuck into his father’s study after he was supposed to be in bed. His dad worked all the time—at home or in the office—and Baron had missed his mom so much he’d almost been in tears. When his father spotted him, he’d let him sit in the big leather chair near the desk.
When Baron had found the courage to admit that he wished his mom hadn’t had to leave, his father had told him something he’d always remembered.
“Listen to me, Baron,” his father had said. “This is important. You’ll need to know it. You’re a James, and that means you have a lot. But it comes with responsibilities and burdens. Not everyone will understand that, but you need to remember it. Focus on what is most important and let the rest fall away if it must. We have a lot, but we can’t have everything.”
At six years old, Baron had felt special, like his father had told him an important secret.
Now, looking back, Baron understood what his father had told him.
He couldn’t have his old life and also do this job. If he wanted to be a James, to live out his role in his family, then he had to let his old life slip away.
It would have been nice if he’d had a brother to help deal with the aftermath of his father’s death. It would have been nice to have any family left at all.
Maybe Steven would come around. A brother he wasn’t close to was better than nothing at all.
He had a lot. He couldn’t have everything.
For some reason, the idea of family made him think about Leila.
He hadn’t seen her in more than a week. He’d decided he didn’t have the time or energy to deal with her, especially since she was clearly the kind of women who’d be looking for a serious relationship, when all he could offer was a one-night-stand. He was still thinking about her, though.
He’d been with beautiful women before. He’d been with smart women and witty women and sweet women before. He’d been with so many women he couldn’t even remember all of their names. 
He had no idea why he couldn’t stop thinking about Leila.
But he wished he could.
***
That Saturday, Baron worked all morning, but at lunchtime, when he started feeling like he might suffocate from the weight of responsibility and busywork, he drove back to campus.
There was nothing else he needed at the church, but it made him feel better. Made him feel like he was doing something constructive for his dad instead of futilely trying to fill shoes that just wouldn’t fit.
He looked around the building again, thinking through the plans he’d made, until he finally realized he needed to get back to work, so he headed for his car.
A soccer ball hit him square on the side of the head before he’d gotten to the parking lot.
The sudden impact stunned him. Jarred him. He jerked to a stop and stared blankly, having trouble wrapping his mind around where the ball had come from.
A familiar giggle clued him in fairly quickly. With a sinking feeling in his chest, he turned to see the loud little girl—Charlotte—running up to him in pursuit of the ball she must have kicked.
“Oh, oh, oh! It’s the movie— I mean, Mr. James! Did I hit you?” She grabbed her ball and walked up to Baron with a silly little sashay in her step. He couldn’t decide if she had too much energy to contain or if she was trying to be sophisticated.
“You did,” he replied, wondering what cruel fate was at work, constantly throwing him in the path of these girls.  “So you didn’t aim the ball at me on purpose?”
“No!” she squealed, covering her mouth with her hand in a futile attempt to hide more giggles.
The other one came running up. “Mr. James, Mr. James! It’s been ages since we saw you!”
Eleven days was more accurate, but who was keeping count?
Baron turned to look in the direction the girls had come from, knowing who would be approaching now. His heart had accelerated slightly, either from dread or anticipation.
He blinked in surprise when he saw the person walking up after the girls. Not Leila.
“Baron,” Leila’s father, Joe, said as he extended a hand. “I hadn’t thought to see you around here.”
Baron shook the older man’s hand without thinking. “I hadn’t thought to be here. Business.” It wasn’t really business, but he wasn’t about to explain the prompting of emotional desperation that had driven him here today.
Joe nodded and glanced down at his granddaughters, who were clinging to his hands and grinning like little maniacs. “Charlotte and Jane have told me all about your adventures with them.”
“Where have you been?” Charlotte demanded, leaning away from Joe and hanging onto his hand to keep her balance. “We look and look for you!”
Baron cleared his throat, unused to explaining himself to six-year-olds and struggling for words because of it. “I’ve been busy. I hadn’t realized you would be expecting me.”
“Mommy said that you were a very important man with lots of big work to do, and so you probably wouldn’t have time to play with us,” Jane explained, her big eyes wide and earnest. “She said we shouldn’t wait for you.”
Baron could imagine Leila’s face as she explained to her daughters that Baron James wasn’t the kind of man they could bond with. That he wasn’t the kind of man who would make a point of spending time with children. That he wasn’t the kind of man they should trust.
Not that she would use those words, of course—but he could very vividly imagine the nature of the talk.
Trying to redirect the course of the conversation, Baron asked the girls, “So do you still act out the Siege of Thermopylae?”
“Yes!” Charlotte exclaimed, “And Robin Hood too. But we were hoping you can help us think of other games too. We need more. Lots more!”
“I’ll see if I can come up with anything,” he said, glancing from the girls up to Joe. “What are you all doing here today?”
“We’re going to have a picnic,” Jane explained, dropping Joe’s hand and coming over to Baron.
For one awkward moment, Baron thought she was going to try to take his hand. She didn’t, though. She just stood near him and looked up at him with those eyes so much like Leila’s.
“A picnic!” Charlotte repeated exuberantly, still swinging from her grandfather’s arm. Then, evidently getting a brainstorm, she added, “Can I ride piggy-back, Grandpa?”
Without hesitating, Joe swung the girl up onto his back. Then, before Jane could do more than make the first syllable of her complaint, he looked back at Baron, “Grab Jane, would you?”
Baron’s mouth fell open.
Without waiting for a response from Baron, Joe bounced Charlotte a little and started walking her over to the blanket they had spread out under a large tree.
Jane clapped her hands and then reached up to Baron, her little face glowing the way her mother’s always did when she was happy.
Baron was trapped.
Why Joe would think Baron's was a suitable back on which to carry his little granddaughter, Baron had no idea. There was no way he could say “no” to Jane, though—not when Charlotte was already halfway to the blanket.
With a clench of his jaw, Baron reached down and swung Jane up, piggy-back style. The little girl giggled in glee and wrapped her arms around his neck.
She didn’t weigh much, and she didn’t clutch at his shirt or scratch at his neck or arms.
But carrying little girls on his back was simply not something he did.
He walked quickly, trying to catch up to Joe and hoping he could make a swift escape.
“Mr. James,” Jane said in his ear.
“Yes.”
“Why didn’t you come back to the church before now?”
“I didn’t have any work to do there.”
“Oh. Do you only work?”
After a pause, Baron replied, “I do other things.”
There was a time when that was true, but it wasn’t anymore.
“Do you have picnics?”
“Not usually.”
“You should have picnics. Do you want to have a picnic with us?”
“I don’t think I’ll have time.”
“Oh. Okay.”
She sounded disappointed, but there was nothing he could do about it. This simply wasn’t something he did. He would never get through everything his father had left for him to do if he indulged in the ridiculous desire to see Leila again and the even more ridiculous desire to make these two girls happy.
Jane patted him on the shoulder. Baron had no idea what had prompted it.
He had almost reached the blanket where Joe had set down Charlotte, and he was starting to breathe a sigh of relief that he could finally make an escape.
Then he heard the word he’d been hoping not to hear.
“Mommy!” Charlotte cried, jumping up and down and waving. “Mommy!”
“Mommy,” Jane echoed, still clinging to Baron’s neck. “Look! It’s the movie-st—It’s Mr. James!”
Baron didn’t have time to put Jane down and recover his composure and dignity before Mommy made her appearance. 
She was definitely surprised. Her lips parted slightly as her eyes focused on Baron, and she kept staring as he helped Jane slide off his back.
Leila looked young and pretty with her hair pulled back in a long ponytail and her face rosy and free of makeup. She wasn’t wearing her glasses today.
“Baron,” she said, reaching down automatically to respond to Charlotte’s enthusiastic greeting. “What are you doing here?”
“Mommy!” Charlotte said, pulling on the pocket of her mother's jeans to get her attention, “Mommy, I kicked my ball and hit his head!”
She was grinning with what Baron thought was unnecessary excitement over this declaration.
“You did?” Leila’s eyes widened and shot from Baron to Joe.
“An unfortunate accident,” Joe explained, trying unsuccessfully to hide a smile.
Baron cleared his throat. He couldn’t remember feeling so unsure of what he should say in years. He tried to summon his typical reserves of charm and composure. “I had some work to do at the church.”
She was watching him with a kind of distanced scrutiny, as if she were trying to figure him out but didn’t much care about the answers.
“Mommy,” Jane chimed in, “Mr. James wants to have a picnic with us, even though he’s really busy.”
Baron stared down at this blatant misrepresentation of their earlier conversation. When the girl smiled at him with innocent elation, he concluded that she genuinely believed he’d expressed that implausible sentiment.
He cleared his throat again. “I, uh, certainly couldn’t impose on a family picnic,” he said politely, convinced by Leila’s cool expression that she would take him up on the out he’d provided.
He could tell that she’d distanced herself from him over the last week or so. Not that they’d been really close, but things were definitely different now. She didn’t have the same smile and the same authentic glow when she looked at him today.
It was to be expected. Baron had pulled away, and Leila would understand why.
But he still didn’t like her looking at him with so little feeling.
“You’re welcome to stay,” Leila said casually, glancing over to her father, who nodded in support of the invitation. “We’ve got plenty of food.”
“Yay!” both girls exclaimed before Baron could find a way to bow out.
So, unless he was willing to admit that he just didn’t want to spend time with them, he had no choice but to lower himself to the blanket with the others and accept the bottle of water, sandwich, grapes, and cookies that the girls offered him.
The picnic wasn’t as bad as he would have expected. It was a cool and sunny day, and the girls didn’t badger or tease him much.
Mostly the conversation revolved around the girls’ first-grade class and the two labs catching Frisbees not far away. While Charlotte and Jane occasionally asked him to affirm one of their remarks, Baron was surprised that he could actually relax.
Sometimes he caught Leila watching him discreetly, with a questioning look he understood. She wondered what he was doing here with them.
It was a good question. He wondered the same thing. At least she didn’t now have the same cool distance he’d seen in her eyes when she’d first arrived.
Joe acted as if it were perfectly natural for Baron James to join his family for a picnic, and the twins, of course, were thrilled with his presence.
Baron had to admit that it was kind of nice to have someone—even a couple of six-year-old girls—be so uninhibitedly happy about hanging out with him.
Leila’s hair glowed in the sun, smoothed back from her face and descending in a thick fall from the ponytail. It swung as she moved around, cleaning up the wrappings and baggies from their lunch. She was dressed casually in a pair of worn jeans that hugged the delicious curves of her thighs and ass, and she smiled with that glow he always associated with her as she told Charlotte and Jane that they only had another half-hour before they’d have to start back home.
For his whole life, beautiful women had been primarily a source of pleasure and distraction. Even Molly, the woman he’d cared the most about in the past, he hadn’t really known.
He did know Leila, though, so he wasn’t sure what to make of the yearning he suddenly felt as he watched her. He wanted her—viscerally. He recognized that much. But he didn’t just want her body.
It was all so foreign to him that he wasn’t sure how he should respond to the urge.
This disturbing line of thought was fortunately interrupted by Charlotte’s announcing that she didn’t want to go home. “I want to stay and play with Mr. James!”
“Yes, please, Mommy,” Jane agreed, with less of a pout in her voice.
“We can’t. I’m sure Mr. James needs to get home too.” Leila glanced over toward Baron for support.
“I do. Thank you for sharing your lunch with me.”
Jane said, “You’re welcome,” but Charlotte was still in full-fledged snit mode.
Baron watched in genuine curiosity as Leila handled the behavior by talking matter-of-factly to Joe and Jane as she finished cleaning up, ignoring Charlotte’s increasingly dramatic expressions of displeasure.
Being a quick study, Baron followed Leila’s example and didn’t respond as Charlotte sprawled her little self on the grass beside him and begged him not to leave. Instead, he asked Jane about her favorite subject in school and got to hear a long, earnest monologue about the girl’s love of reading.
He was rewarded for this piece of good child-management by a rueful but approving smile from Leila.
When Charlotte’s theatrics had faded into a few pitiful huffs, Leila leaned over and gave the girl’s side a quick tickle, almost like an afterthought.
Charlotte squealed and rolled away. “Mommy!”
Leila put on an innocent look. “What? Did someone tickle you?”
“You did!”
“No, couldn’t be.” She lifted two corners of the blanket and gestured for Baron to grab the others. He got up and helped Leila fold the blanket. As he finished folding it into a neat square, Leila leaned down and tickled Charlotte again.
This time, Charlotte grabbed her arm before she could pull away. “I got you!” the girl announced triumphantly.
Leila tickled her with her other hand.
Baron watched with another odd feeling in his chest as both Charlotte and Leila laughed with a complete lack of inhibition that took his breath away.
He’d never been that way with his own family.
He couldn’t remember being that way with anyone.
It was just as well that his smartphone chirped before he could go any farther along that dangerous mental road.
He glanced down at his phone to see an email from one of Ryan Howard, who had been the James family lawyer for decades.
“Excuse me,” he murmured, walking some distance away so he could read in privacy.
When he scanned the note, he grunted, like someone had kicked him in the gut.
Maybe he should have known—should have expected it—but he was taken totally off-guard by what felt like an assault.
His brother was coming back after all.
But not to help. Not to be family.
He stared down at the screen of his phone, noticing that his hand was shaking but incapable of making it stop.
“Baron,” a soft voice came from behind him, “Are you all right?”
His eyes felt heavy, and he couldn’t seem to turn them toward where Leila was standing beside him.
“I’m fine.” His voice sounded foreign to his own ears.
“Well, that’s obviously a lie. You look like someone ran you over with a truck.”
He swallowed hard and managed to look over at her. She appeared relaxed, natural, but her eyes were filled with something deep and strong. It wasn’t pity, but it was close enough to make Baron bristled defensively.
“I’m fine,” he said again, pleased that this time he sounded more convincing.
“There’s no reason you should tell me. I was just...” She glanced away, as if she weren’t even sure what she’d intended to say. With a breath of ironic laughter, she concluded, “I was just worried.”
Baron managed looked away from the phone again, glancing behind him to see that Joe was kicking the soccer ball with the girls. It was a relief—that Leila was the only witness to this moment.
He was cold on the sunny day, and he was pretty sure he’d lost color in his face. He opened his mouth to say something neutral but couldn’t seem to form any words.
One email. And it felt like he’d lost his entire family again.
He took a breath, summoned his will, and forced his hand to stop shaking. Then he slipped the phone into his pocket and lifted his head to meet Leila’s eyes.
“Don’t you think,” she began, her voice cracking slightly, “Don’t you think it would be easier—it would be healthier—if you could just let go for a minute?”
He wasn’t sure what surprised him more—the personal nature of the question or the pinpoint accuracy of the insight. He stared at her without speaking.
Her brows drew together and the empathy in her eyes deepened into what could only be compassion. “I know it’s none of my business,” she went on, reaching out now to put a hand on his forearm. “But, Baron, you’ve got to let go, just a little. You never used to be like this.”
He couldn’t speak. Couldn’t look away. She was lovely, intelligent, passionate. She was a mother and a daughter and a teacher and a scholar and the dreamy girl he used to know and so many other things. She was complete. And Baron knew she was a woman who knew how to really care about someone.
He wanted someone to care about him that way so much his eyes glazed over briefly.
He could still feel his phone in his pocket, however, and he knew exactly what the information he’d just received signified. “I don’t think I can,” he finally said. He was responding to her last comment, but he might have been responding to something else.
Her hand slid up to squeeze his bicep through his sleeve. “Baron, you’re scaring me a little. What’s happened? Is there someone I can call?”
He almost laughed—bitter and entirely inappropriate. He had no one she could call. He had more friends than he could name, but no one genuinely close anymore.
“Thanks,” he managed to say, “I’m all right.”
He wasn’t all right.
He wanted to let go, release all he’d been trying to hold together for the last few months.
He wanted to reconnect with life—with the kind of natural, instinctive feeling he saw in Leila and the girls.
He wanted a family again. And a brother who wasn’t his enemy.
But none of those things were likely to happen. Not to him. Not in this world, anyway.
“Oh, Baron,” Leila sighed, sliding her hand off his arm with a touch that was almost a caress. “I don’t think you’re all right at all.”
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Leila took off her glasses and set them on her desk. She held the phone to her ear with one hand, but she rubbed her eyes with the other.
“Rick—” she began, breaking off when her ex-husband kept talking. “Rick, I don’t care about your girlfriend’s whole family saga. Just get to the point.”
She knew what the point was. She’d known thirty seconds into the call.
So when he finally said it, she just shook her head, feeling tired and frustrated but not surprised. “And how would you like me to explain to the girls that their dad isn’t coming to visit them like he was supposed to?”
She rubbed her eyes again, Rick’s voice fading into a blur as she imagined having this particular conversation with Jane and Charlotte.
Leila was happy to keep Rick’s influence in her daughters’ lives to a minimum. If he wasn’t a significant presence, then he’d be less positioned to hurt them. They still loved their dad, though, and they’d been so looking forward to his promised visit two weeks from now. However, due to a bizarre confluence of events involving Rick’s twenty-two-year-old girlfriend, an uncle she couldn’t disappoint, and some obscure scheduling hassles with a ski lodge, the girls would miss out on their father’s visit.
“Can you at least call tonight and tell them yourself?” Leila asked, a hard edge in her voice she didn’t like.
Rick’s vague promise that he would try convinced her it wasn’t going to happen.
She knew he was trying to start his life again after the divorce, just like she was. She knew his new girlfriend was everything he’d wanted Leila to be—everything Leila wasn’t.
They’d been officially divorced for almost a year and separated longer than that. She wasn’t resentful or jealous of Rick’s new girlfriend. Leila no longer wanted a place in his life.
But she could scratch out his eyes for hurting Charlotte and Jane.
She hung up on the call, feeling exhausted and kind of sick. She stared at the messy surface of her desk and massaged her temples. It was fine. The girls would be disappointed, but it wouldn’t be the end of the world.
They would have to grow up dealing with divorced parents who lived on opposite sides of the country.
Leila put on her glasses again and set down her phone so she could grade one of the papers piled on her desk, but then she changed her mind.
She’d been putting off one particular call. After having gotten through one painful phone conversation, however, she might as well get this one over as well.
So she pulled out the business card Baron had given her and dialed his number, hoping it would be sent to voice mail and she could just leave a message.
It rang several times and she started mentally prepping her message, so she wouldn’t end up sounding like an idiot.
Then, “Hello—Leila?”
She paused, disoriented by the sound of Baron’s voice when she was expecting to leave a message and by the fact that he’d recognized her number. “Yeah,” she said at last. “Hi. It’s me. Leila.”
Well, despite her best attempts, she’d ended up sounding like an idiot after all.
“Is everything all right?”
She hadn’t talked to Baron for almost a week, not since the picnic on Saturday afternoon. What had happened that day had left her feeling confused and conflicted, which made her more nervous than she should have been over this call.
“Yeah, everything’s fine. Sorry to bother you. I hope I didn’t interrupt anything.”
“Just work.”
“Oh. Okay.” She swallowed, willing herself to say the words she’d called to say.
She’d been so comfortable a week ago with Baron having pulled away from her. She’d understood why and hadn’t even blamed him for it. It had actually been a relief not to worry about her potential interest in him.
But Saturday afternoon had changed all of that. It had humanized him to her in a way that wasn’t at all reassuring. The attraction that just got stronger every time she saw him. The warm feeling in her chest as she watched him interact with the girls. The odd tenderness she’d felt at whatever message he’d gotten that had so leveled him. All of that was dangerous.
Even though she knew she shouldn’t indulge those feelings, she couldn’t quite put them aside.
Several times this week, she’d woken up in the middle of the night and had to fight the urge to fantasize about him. Not just sexual fantasies. Also fantasies about being in a real relationship with him.
It was insane. She wasn’t a girl with a crush anymore, and she had too much at stake now to let herself be lured down that road.
But, after Saturday, she wasn’t quite ready to cut him out of her life completely.
“Anyway, uh, next Thursday is my dad’s birthday.” Her voice wavered just slightly so she cleared her throat. There was absolutely no reason to feel so nervous.
When Baron made a vague, affirming noise, she continued, “The girls are planning a birthday party for him. They’re doing the menu, the activities, and everything. And they’re also doing the invitation list.”
“Ah,” Baron murmured, as if he finally understood the purpose of her call.
“Yes.” Leila smiled faintly at the memory of her girls' happy faces as they announced who they wanted to attend their grandfather’s party. “So you’re invited.”
There was a pause on the other end of the call that went on a little too long. Leila hurried on, “I know how busy you are. It’s totally fine if you can’t come. I’ll just tell them that you couldn’t make it.”
She swallowed with an ache in her throat, as she visualized telling the girls that—not only was their dad not coming to visit—but also their favorite movie-star man didn’t want to come to their party.
“Would you rather I not come?” Baron’s voice held an odd timbre, one she couldn’t understand at all. 
“No! I mean, of course you’re more than welcome.” She was glad her voice was convincing, even though she honestly wasn’t sure whether she wanted him to attend or not. “I just didn’t want you to feel any pressure to come. I know it’s not exactly your normal evening’s entertainment.”
Afraid her last words might have implied something negative, she added, “I mean, I know how busy you are.”
“What time on Thursday?”
She blinked, hardly believing what was happening. “Six. It has to be early because of the girls’ bedtime.”
“Believe it or not,” Baron replied, incongruously sounding like he might have been smiling, “my schedule isn’t booked up at six this Thursday, although I have a meeting scheduled for five, so if it runs late I might not be right on time. I can make it, if you think my coming would be a good idea.”
She understood the implied question in his last words, but could hardly wrap her mind around the fact that he was asking it.
She knew he’d had a kind heart when he was young, but she’d thought he might have grown too self-involved in the last decade to wonder about whether his presence would be a problem for a woman he wasn’t really close to and two six-year-old girls.
“They would be thrilled,” she admitted, her voice warmer than she’d expected. The tone might have something to do with the tremor of excitement she felt in her belly. “It would be really nice if you could come.”
“Then I will.”
When Leila hung up the phone, she took off her glasses again and rubbed her eyes.
What the hell was happening here?
And why was she so excited about it?
She blew out a few breaths and gave herself a lecture on being mature, responsible, and careful. Baron just wasn’t a man she could play around with, and anything serious with him was never going to happen.
Which left... almost nothing.
But she remembered the lost expression on his face as she’d talked to him in the park last Saturday, and she remembered the look his eyes when she’d told him she didn’t think he was all right.
If nothing else, maybe she could be a friend to him.
When she finally turned back to her pile of papers to grade, she couldn’t help but be glad that Baron wasn’t out of her life for good.
***
“When will he get here?” Charlotte demanded, putting her little hands on her hips and striking a dramatically impatient pose. She wore her favorite outfit—a pale blue tiered skirt that swung and floated out as she moved, paired a pink t-shirt and her treasured pink tennis shoes.
Leila had everything ready for the birthday party, but she opened the refrigerator again to check on the cake and the punch the girls had so carefully made. “It’s not six o’clock yet. I told him six.”
“It’s just five more minutes,” Jane said, rearranging the pink gerbera daisies in a vase she’d already arranged four times. She had on a skirt that matched Charlotte’s, but she wore it with a more demure white top and a sparkly pair of Mary-Janes.
“That’s right. Of course, he might not be right on time. He said he had a meeting that might run late.”
Leila was just praying he would show up at all.  Whatever had prompted him to accept the invitation might not be a lasting impulse, and she was pretty sure there was a possibility that he woke up this morning and wondered why the hell he should waste his time with a couple of little girls.
“I don’t think he’ll be late,” Jane said, pulling one of the flowers out of the vase to make more room for the others.
“He won’t be late,” Charlotte echoed.
Leila had opened her mouth to temper this optimism when the doorbell rang.
“I’ve got it,” she called over to her dad, who was in the living room talking to Miss Martin and a couple of the neighbors whom the girls had also invited to the birthday party.
Ridiculously, her heart raced and her cheeks warmed as she swung open the front door of the little house she rented.
Baron stood on her welcome mat, wearing black trousers and a black dress shirt and holding a shopping bag from what she knew to be a very exclusive market.
He looked so gorgeous that her heart skipped a beat.
“Hi,” she said, staring at him and wondering why he had to look so irresistibly sexy, intelligent, and ironic—all at the same time.
“Hi.”
“You’re right on time,” she said, somewhat redundantly.
His gaze had scanned her from top to bottom, and she felt a shiver of excitement at the appreciative glint in his eyes. “Am I to be allowed in?”
“Oh, yeah. Sorry.” She grinned sheepishly and stepped aside to invite him inside.
She watched as he greeted the girls and told her father “happy birthday.” Anxiety and excitement waged a war inside her as she wondered again what Baron was doing here and what had happened to make him change his mind about withdrawing.
She wondered what had hurt him so deeply in the park on Saturday and if there was anything she could do to help him.
Leila reminded herself for the thousandth time to be very, very careful. Baron wasn’t a man she could start to build hopes around.
At least he’d shown up when the girls were counting on him.
Which was more than their father had managed to do.
***
As Leila was pouring out punch into the fancy plastic cups the girls had picked out, she heard them demanding that Baron show them what he’d brought in the shopping bag.
When she heard squeals of delight and her father’s low laughter, she ducked her head around to see what was going on.
Jane and Charlotte were each holding a little bouquet of roses and mini calla lilies—Charlotte’s with pink roses and white lilies and Jane’s with white roses and purple lilies. Leila knew relatively little about flowers, but she could tell from the elegant way the bouquets were tied off that Baron must have paid a small fortune for them.
“Mommy!” Charlotte exclaimed, “Look! Look what Mr. James got us!” The girl did a little dance, her flower bouquet threatening to fly across the room with her exuberance.
“I see that.” Leila smiled at her happy girls and then slanted a look at Baron, her eyebrows lifted. “That was very nice of Mr. James.”
“Never come to a party empty-handed,” he murmured with an amused glint in his eyes. Then his eyes widened with something like trepidation as Jane came over, cradling her precious bouquet and looking as though she might give him a hug.
Perhaps to defer this possibility, Baron reached down into the bag again and pulled out a wrapped present. “Can you put this on the table with the others?” he asked her.
Happily, Jane took the gift and carried it over to the side table with the other presents for her father, and Charlotte ran over to confer with her twin sister over the proper placement of the newly arrived gift on the pile.
“You didn’t have to get me a gift,” her dad said casually, although he was looking quite pleased with himself.
Baron’s expression spoke very clearly about how absurd this comment was, and he reached into the bag with a half-smile to pull out a bottle of her dad’s favorite imported beer, a brand too expensive for him to buy for himself very often, since her dad had always been frugal.
“Good memory,” he father said, smiling in a way that made Leila smile too. “It’s been a long time.”
It had been a long time since Baron was best friends with her brother, but he had managed to remember her father’s favorite beer. Leila took the bottle into the kitchen to put in the refrigerator—since the girls’ punch was the drink of choice this evening—and she stayed for a minute to check on the food.
Baron was really trying, she realized. Whether it was just to be a good guest, or whether he genuinely wanted to please her father and daughters, she didn’t really know. It was nice, though.
“You need any help?” a male voice said from the kitchen doorway.
She glanced over her shoulder with a grin for Baron. “I think I’m all right. The girls made everything this afternoon. Pizza and cake.”
“Sounds excellent.”
“I made a salad,” she added, recognizing the irony in his tone. “In case the adults needed a little something extra.” She pulled it out of the refrigerator and handed it to him. “You can bring it to the table if you don’t mind.”
He took the large salad bowl without comment, but he didn’t leave. He stood in the middle of the floor, looking darkly attractive and expensive and woefully out of place in Leila’s simple kitchen.
Flushing a little—for no reason she could understand—Leila pulled the pizza out of the oven with a hotpad. The heat of the oven made her cheeks even hotter. “It was really nice of you to bring those flowers. And the beer for my dad.”
He gave a half-shrug, looking slightly uncomfortable for the first time. “It was nothing.”
“I don’t think it was nothing,” she said, turning to cut the pizza in quick, efficient strokes. “They didn’t either.”
Baron didn’t respond. She realized he didn’t want to be thanked, that he didn’t want her to make a big deal about the gifts or his presence here.
She really had no idea why he was here.
“Anyway, you know you’ll be invited to every subsequent party the girls decide to throw, don’t you?” She pitched her voice to be light in order to break whatever tension had hung in the air the moment before.
Baron laughed—low and husky—and Leila felt her cheeks flush again, for a different reason this time. As she carried the pizza out to the table, she told herself to pull it together.
She wasn’t an inexperienced teenager, and she wasn’t about to be swept off her feet by a handsome face and a delicious laugh.
Once they sat down to eat, conversation came easily. The adults talked casually about sports and current events, and Charlotte and Jane broke in occasionally to ask if everyone liked their pizza and their punch and if everyone suitably admired their beautiful flowers.
When the cake came out—decorated in blue and lavender icing curlicues by the girls with a big football appliqué to make it a “boy” cake—the girls sang the “Happy Birthday” song to their grandfather in a slightly off-key duet. Then they managed to capture Baron’s attention and told him with great enthusiasm about their long preparations for the party.
Leila watched carefully, looking for any signs that he was growing impatient with their happy prattle. He didn’t interact with them the way most adults did. He didn’t talk down to them or change his vocabulary or tone of voice. He was obviously listening to what they said, though, because he asked them apt questions during the infrequent breaks in their chatter. When the girls tried to pull their grandfather into the conversation as well, it was Baron who filled in the gaps in the background information that allowed the other man to catch up. 
Leila did occasionally catch a particular expression in his dark eyes. Almost like he was slightly uncomfortable, like he wasn’t sure what he was doing here anymore than she was.
For some irrational reason, that made her feel better about the whole thing.
They ended by opening presents. Her father raved appropriately over the cards the girls had colored for him and the ball cap they’d picked out. And he seemed to appreciate the books and other somewhat generic tokens the neighbors and Miss Martin had brought him. He smiled in pleasure over the fancy new coffee maker Leila gave him. And the last present Jane brought over for him to open was Baron’s.
Leila saw out of the corner of her eye that Baron was glancing away, taking the last swallow of his punch as her father opened the wrapped gift.
Instinctively, she knew how he was feeling—uncertain about the gift and hoping there wouldn’t be a big deal made out of it.
Beneath the wrapping paper was a framed photograph that Leila vaguely remembered of her and Dave, giving their father hugs in unison in their old backyard. She’d been about twelve when the picture was taken.
Baron had put the picture in a simple, but very expensive polished frame, and her dad sat for a minute just staring at it.
Shifting a little in his chair, Baron said, “I took that picture on my old camera—I don’t know if you remember. Then I found it in an old box a few months ago, so I made a new copy of it.”
Her father couldn’t stop staring at the photo. “Look at my sweet little kids,” he said in a hushed voice. “It seems so long ago now.”
“Well, it wasn’t that long ago.” Leila peered at the photo, feeling the same nostalgic pull to which her father had responded but managing to suppress it. "But I don’t know what was happening with my hair.”
“Your hair is pretty!” Charlotte objected earnestly, “Look how it sticks out on both sides.”
“I like it better long,” Jane put in, “But you're pretty here too.”
Leila put a hand on her dad’s shoulder and glanced over toward Baron. “What a great present,” she said lightly.
“Yes,” her father said, sounding more like himself. “Thank you.”
Baron brushed off the thanks and strategically changed the subject by asking Charlotte and Jane if he could have more punch. As they scampered off to pour it for him, Leila cleaned up the torn wrapping paper and carried some dishes into the kitchen, vaguely surprised when Baron started to help.
The party broke up then. Miss Martin declared she was exhausted and was ready to head home, and her father—ever the gentleman—volunteered to escort her on his way out. The other neighbors left at the same time, and the girls waved them all out the door.
It was almost nine-thirty, and Leila told the girls that it was past their bedtime and they needed to say goodbye to Mr. James and get ready for bed.
Charlotte’s chin stuck out, and Leila knew an objection was coming. But Jane fended it off by asking, “Can Mr. James read us some stories?”
“Yeah!” Charlotte agreed, perking up. “Please?”
Leila frowned at her daughters. “We don’t invite people over for a party and then expect them to do things for us.”
“Oh. Then just one story?” Jane asked, as if this was a great accommodation on her part.
Baron, who’d been stacking up the last of the dishes, said from the other side of the room, “Only if it’s a really good book.”
Charlotte squealed in excitement while Jane vowed it would be the best book ever. Then they ran into their room to pick one out.
“You don’t really have to,” Leila said.
He gave a half-shrug. “Why ruin their night by disappointing them?” He sounded matter-of-fact, like reading a book to a couple of six-year-olds was sometimes the only reasonable option.
Feeling like her presence might make Baron awkward, she went to load the dishwasher when the girls came out with their book. They’d chosen their most impressive book—the expensive, beautifully illustrated hardback Leila’s dissertation director had given them on their last birthday.
By the time Leila had wiped the kitchen counter and turned on the dishwasher, Baron was almost finished with the book. She stood in the living room doorway and watched in silence as Jane and Charlotte sat on either side of Baron as he read them the final pages.
She felt a familiar tightness in her chest as she watched. Knew she had to be careful with her emotions here. Just because a man was kind to her daughters for an evening didn’t mean he could ever really be a fixture in their lives.
When Baron finished the book, the girls agreed to get ready for bed without too much fuss—probably because he told them the book appeared to be from the secret treasury of the Knights Templar, and they’d better return it to its place with the appropriate ritual so as to hide its presence from the world.
The girls ran off to their bedroom, holding the treasured book between them.
Alone in the living room, Leila and Baron looked at each other in silence for a long moment.
She shifted from foot to foot. “Thanks,” she said at last, mostly just to say something into the oddly thick silence between them. “You were great with them tonight.”
He gave that familiar half-shrug.
“You know, you really don’t have to hang out with them,” she continued, feeling herself babbling but unable to stop. “I mean, obviously, they’ve decided you should be their best friend, but I know it’s not really your thing.” She swallowed over the last word, worried she might have offended him. “I mean, you’re great with them, but it’s not like you spend a lot of time with kids... I mean...” She trailed off, finding herself at a complete loss for words.
Baron’s appeared to hide a smile, as if he knew exactly what she meant and was amused that she couldn’t seem to say it. “It’s been a long time since I’ve spent any time with kids.”
Leila looked at him, at his dark hair, handsome face, expensive clothes. His watch might have cost more than her car. “When was the last time you spent much time with kids?” she asked, genuinely curious.
Baron opened his mouth, then paused and stared off in the distance, as if the realization had just come to him. “When I was a kid,” he said at last, his voice barely a breath.
For some reason, Leila found that admission incredibly poignant. She reached out and squeezed his arm.
“Don’t take this wrong,” she said, her voice gentler than it usually was, “because I’m really glad you came tonight. But why are you here?”
Baron met her eyes. His expression first made her think he was going to gloss over the question with an ironic comment. So she added, “Seriously.”
His expression sobered. He looked down and sounded slightly stiff as he admitted, “It’s nice. That they like me.”
She knew he meant what he said, and it moved her so much she had to fight the urge to give him a hug.
“Thanks for coming,” she said softly.
Now that the brief vulnerability was over, Baron looked more like himself.  “Thanks for having me.”
“And I noticed you brought something for everyone except me.”
His expression changed yet again. His eyes grew hot in a way that made her breath quicken. “Did you want me to bring you something?”
He certainly knew how to take an innocuous question and turn it into sex. Leila felt her body respond a little, just from the texture in his voice.
Her cheeks warm, but she tried to ignore her response. “I can just share my dad’s beer, so I won't feel left out." She walked to the door and hoped he would take the hint.
Obviously, it wasn’t a good idea for her to be by herself with Baron James after the sun had set.
He took the hint without hesitation. He followed her to the door, obviously getting ready to leave.
She was just releasing a sigh of relief when he said, “Leila.”
She turned toward the one word, and he kissed her.
He took her face in his hands and pulled her toward him, and Leila gasped into his mouth as she felt his lips. She leaned into him instinctively, the line of his body irresistibly hard and warm against hers.
The kiss wasn’t as practiced or skillful as the time he’d kissed her at the cocktail party, but Leila’s response was even more overwhelming. A rush of pleasure shot through her spine as her entire body flushed hot. One of her arms wrapped around his neck, and she opened her mouth to his tongue. Her other hand fisted in his shirt.
She was drowning in him—in the press of his mouth, the flutter of his tongue, the heat of his body, the warm, male scent of him. He was all around her.
She moaned against his lips as she felt arousal tighten between her legs. Then moaned again as she felt him push into her belly. He was starting to grow aroused too.
A glimmer of recognition penetrated through her heated haze. She tore herself out of the kiss, out of the embrace. They stared at each other, both of them flushed and breathing heavily.
“What?” she gasped, her mind whirling and her body screaming at her for pulling away from what had felt so good. “What... what?”
She could tell he was affected by the kiss too, but he recovered more quickly than she did.
“Three excellent questions,” he murmured with an intimate smile. He leaned over and gave her another brief kiss. “Good night, Leila.”
And then, before she could manage get anything else said, he shut the door behind him.
“What?” she demanded once more, this time to the closed door. “What the hell has gotten into him?”
Unfortunately, the door had no better answers than she did.

 
Six
 
Baron went back to work after the party.
MaryAnn had chided him for leaving so early that evening, since he hadn’t finished everything that needed doing in preparation for an executive-level meeting first thing the following morning. So he returned to the office to finish the day’s to-do list, trying to clear his mind of Leila and how much he wanted her.
When he arrived, MaryAnn followed him back into his office with her tablet in hand.
They worked for more than an hour, until Baron’s head was pounding and he could barely focus on MaryAnn’s voice. They’d finished the meeting preparations and were now going over what needed doing tomorrow.
“Surely some of this can be passed off to other people,” he said, rubbing his head with his fingertips in a futile attempt to ease the pain. He shouldn’t have gone to the party. The distraction just made getting back into work even harder. “Isn’t Jones responsible for finance? Why do I need to do all of this again?”
“Mr. James—I mean your father—made sure he was in control of every aspect of the company. It’s why James Coffee has been run as such a tight ship for so long.”
“Yeah. I guess.” It was also why Baron had barely seen his father growing up and had only grown close to him as they’d worked together over the last few years. “But once everything is settled with the will, maybe we can go over some of the processes and see what can legitimately be delegated. It really seems like this office could use more staff. You and I can’t do everything.”
“Your father and I managed just fine.”
Baron managed not to snap the woman’s head off. She’d been completely devoted to his father, and this job appeared to be the only thing she had in her life. Naturally, she’d be troubled if he started to make major changes.
His father probably wouldn’t have been happy about it either.
Baron was just about to send her away, since he needed to go home and get some sleep if he was ever going to get through the following day, when her tablet gave a little buzz.
“Mr. Howard is on his way up,” she said, glancing up at him.
“Now? It’s almost eleven.”
“Even so. He’s been having trouble catching you, so I told him you’d probably be working late.”
Baron almost groaned, but there was nothing he could do. Not unless he wanted to make a mad dash down the stairs to avoid the James family lawyer.
He knew why Howard needed to talk to him, and he’d been trying to delay the conversation, mostly because it was easier to pretend his brother didn’t exist.
When there was a tap on the door and then it opened, Howard and one of the corporate attorneys came in.
“I’m sorry it’s so late, Mr. James,” Howard said, genuine sympathy in his eyes. “But we really do need to talk. Your brother contesting the will is no small thing.”
“I know. Come on in.”
Baron rubbed his scalp with his fingers again while the two men sat down in the chairs near his desk.
All he’d wanted was some connection to family.
But what he’d gotten instead was the hopeless task of filling his father’s shoes and a brother who resented him so much that he was initiating a battle over the will—the will of a father he’d claimed to want nothing to do with.
Baron listened to the lawyers talk and tried to process the words. He knew this legal conflict would cause a delay in finalizing the will that could have repercussions for everyone in the company. He knew they needed to make plans accordingly. But his chest kept constricting, and his mind wasn’t working now at all.
He tried to breathe slowly and clear his head, telling himself he just had to get through this conversation and then he could go to bed.
But a vice kept clamping down around his chest, his lungs, until he couldn’t take a full breath.
“Baron,” Howard said, leaning forward in concern. The older man normally called him “Mr. James” now, but he’d known him since Baron was six. “Are you all right?”
He wasn’t all right. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t do what his father had done. He couldn’t deal with a brother who hated him this much.
He tried to say he was fine but couldn’t get a single word out.
He surged to his feet in a panic and strode out of the office, through the executive suite, into the hallway.
He blindly ended up at the restroom door so he pushed his way in.
He leaned over the sink, willing his heartbeat to subside.
He’d skydived. Jumped off cliffs. Run with the bulls. Raced cars in crazy, dangerous stunts.
But never had he felt like this—so completely helpless, so incapable of doing what he needed to do.
He splashed water on his face and then walked the halls until he’d gotten himself together again.
He still had to go back to his office and talk to the lawyers about dealing with Steven. He still had to try to do his father’s job and not run this company into the ground.
No matter how much he wanted to go back to the life he’d had last year, none of this was going away.
***
Baron finally got to bed after two o’clock. Then he woke up with a gasp at 4:17 the following morning. The sun hadn’t yet rose, and he was soaked with sweat—hot, breathless, frustrated, and hard.
He’d dreamed of Leila, a disconnected mingling of sensual images without any plot and held together only by the building of frantic, carnal sensations.
He heaved himself out of bed, wincing at the ache of his pulsing arousal. He limped to the bathroom and got into the shower, hoping the cold water would wash away both his physical desire and the fuzziness from too much stress and too little sleep.
When the cold water failed to dispel his erection, he took care of it with his hand.
After dressing and drinking two cups of coffee, he felt more in control, so he went into the office early to get ready for the meeting at eight.
Though the lawyers had assured him that his father’s will was sound and there were no grounds for overturning his father’s decision to leave everything to Baron, it was likely to be a long, drawn out, legal battle.
He barely had time and energy for his responsibilities in running his father’s company. Now he’d have to deal with his brother on top of everything else.
He couldn’t keep having panic attacks like he’d had in his office last night.
That meant he had to stay in control and not let himself become distracted.
Spending time with Leila and the girls had simply been an experiment, after all—to see if there was room for something like that in his life—but sometimes experiments failed.
There was too much in his life already. He couldn’t handle anything more.
He wouldn’t call Leila again or accept any further invitations.
He was the kind of man who could make such a decision and keep it.
***
The meeting lasted until ten that morning, leaving Baron just enough time to meet with the president of Benton College at 10:30.
This would be the last time he’d have to go to campus, since the purchase of the church would be finalized.
Visiting the church always felt like a respite, made him feel close to family, but he needed to focus on other things now, so it was time to get this over with.
After a successful meeting, Baron walked back to his car, trying to avoid the students who swarmed out of the buildings around him. A class session must have just ended.
Despite himself, Baron glanced up to the window he knew belonged to Leila’s office in James Hall. She didn’t teach any classes on Fridays. He knew that from the schedule on her college web page but, of course, he couldn’t possibly tell if she was currently in her office or not.
It no longer mattered to him, anyway.
Baron sidestepped a group of students who were either heading to their next class or maybe, by the looks of them, back to their dorm rooms to sleep. 
Then he turned his head once more to glance back at James Hall.
And collided with someone in front of him.
The woman huffed and dropped a pile of papers, and Baron bit back a curse at the jarring surprise.
His eyes finally focused on who he’d run into.
“Leila!” His heart jumped oddly. She looked beautiful and discomposed, her hair slipping out of a long braid, her glasses slipping down her nose, and more papers slipping out of her hands.
His heart jumped again when she broke into a smile as she processed his presence. “Baron,” she said, sounding glad to see him, “I’d have thought you’d be a little better at watching where you walked.”
“Sorry.” He leaned down to help her pick up her scattered papers. He wasn’t about to admit that he’d been looking behind him toward her office, and he couldn’t think of any acceptable excuses for being so inattentive, so he just glossed over the issue. “Although I notice that your powers of perception left something to be desired as well.”
She snickered and straightened up with a messy pile of papers in her hands. “I was reading,” she admitted with blithe sincerity. “You won’t believe some of these papers that students turn in.”
“I thought you didn’t teach on Fridays.”
“I don’t. I was just proctoring an in-class essay for a colleague.” Leila gazed up at him, her expression torn between interest and something almost shy. “What are you doing on campus? Another meeting about the church?”
He wondered if she thought—hoped— that he might be here to see her. After all, he had kissed her last night.
He wanted to again, his body reacting to sensual line of her lips, the fragrance of something fresh and floral that surrounded her, the hint of cleavage he couldn’t help but notice above the V-neckline of her draped top.
He cleared his throat and managed to remember her question. “Yes. Another meeting.”
“So everything is going smoothly with that?”
“Yes. Why do you ask?” His voice sounded defensive. He wasn’t sure why.
“No reason,” she replied, clearly taken aback by his tone. “I just care about that little church and want to see it rebuilt.”
 For some reason, it felt like she was putting pressure on him too—one more person who wanted him to live up to expectations he could never meet. “I know what you want. I’m working on it.”
Her expression didn’t really change—and certainly her posture didn’t—but something intangible in her presence seemed to shrink away from his cool, distant tone. “Good,” she said lightly. “I’m glad to hear it.”
She smiled up at him again, but it wasn’t quite so sincere. “It was good to see you. Maybe I’ll see you around.” Then she walked past him, back toward James Hall.
Baron stood frozen in place for a moment. This was good. It was what he’d wanted. She’d gotten the message. He could withdraw from her now without incident, without entanglements, without distractions.
But something stronger, deeper rose up as he processed her expression and realized that he’d hurt her feelings.
He’d kissed her last night. And treated her like shit this morning.
A glimmer of recognition told him this was something he’d done to other women innumerable times before.
It shouldn’t matter. He needed to break free of this. He’d had a panic attack last night because there was too much in his life, and he just couldn’t take on anything more.
He turned around. “Leila,” he called out. “Wait.”
She stopped and turned back, a question on her face.
“Sorry about that.” He took four steps over so he was beside her again. “I have a bad habit of being an ass sometimes.”
“Everyone is sometimes.” She peered up at his face, her vivid eyes observant, searching, still slightly distrustful. “So what’s changed?”
He swallowed, not even close to being able to answer that question. “Maybe I’m not always an ass.”
For a few seconds, Baron wasn’t sure how she would react. Then she finally broke out into rippling laughter. Holding her pile of papers to her chest with one arm, she patted his chest with the other in a gesture that was both casual and frighteningly intimate. “You’re a very confusing man. Did you know that?”
“I had my suspicions.”
She laughed again. Then glanced down at her watch. “Hey, my old dissertation director is on campus this weekend. She’s giving a lunch lecture today on the Great Awakening history in this area. Since you’re interested in the church, you might find the lecture interesting too. You want to come?”
Baron had a conference call scheduled in a half-hour, and he was supposed to be cutting Leila out of his life completely.
“Sure,” he said, “Sounds fascinating.”
Leila grinned, the smile transforming her face into something absolutely breathtaking. For the life of him, he couldn’t believe that someone, that Leila, was smiling at him like that.
“Great,” she said, “Do you mind if we stop by my office first? I want to dump these papers.”
“No problem.” Baron fell in step with her as they went into her building. While she was in her office, he called MaryAnn and tried to ignore her surprised disapproval when he said he wouldn’t be back in the office until after lunch and she should reschedule the conference call.
This was foolish, he told himself as he hung up. He was blatantly defying his wise decision to pull himself away from Leila and her family.
But he couldn’t stand the expression in her eyes when he’d treated her coldly, and he wasn’t prepared to lose the look on her face now—still a little questioning but full of laughter and something like hope.
After all, it was just a lunch lecture. Nothing serious. Nothing life-changing.
How much damage could one lunch do?
***
Baron wondered if Leila had dressed up for him.
They weren’t really on a date. He’d asked her to lunch again, ostensibly to follow up on their discussion after the lecture last Friday and for him to ask her more about the history of the church.
He was genuinely interested in the church because of its connection to his parents, but that wasn’t really the reason he’d asked her to lunch.
He wanted to see her again. He wasn’t, however, sure what her reaction would be if he’d simply asked her out to dinner or the symphony. He also wasn’t convinced that dating her was the best idea.
So another lunch it was. Until things fell more clearly into place.
Leila hadn’t appeared surprised by his lunch invitation, and she’d accepted without hesitation. Her attitude, when they met at a bistro near campus and he walked her backed to James Hall afterwards, was casual and friendly. She wasn’t flirtatious. She didn’t appear to be trying to impress or allure him. She’d seemed slightly annoyed when his phone kept vibrating with work calls and messages that just wouldn’t stop—even for lunch—but she mostly just treated him like a regular person.
He did wonder, though, if she’d dressed up for him.
Her outfit was perfectly appropriate for work, and it fell well within her characteristic style. The soft, thin sweater was clingier than what he’d seen her wear before, though, and it had a low enough neckline to allow him to catch a mesmerizing hint of cleavage. The brown pencil skirt she wore was incredibly sexy, as were the very high heels.
If she’d chosen that outfit for his benefit, Baron was fully appreciative.
Although he would have been able to concentrate better on their conversation as they walked back to campus if he hadn’t been continually distracted by the way the pendant on her necklace kept slipping into her cleavage and the way her skirt hugged the curves of her ass.
“Don’t you think so?” Leila asked, stopping in front of the main door of James Hall. She tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. The rest of it was secured in a knot at the nape of her neck.
Baron couldn’t for the life of him remember what she’d just been talking about. Taking a cue from the direction of her question, he murmured a vague acquiescence.
She gave him a sharp look, and he wondered if he’d made a conversational gaff. Then she smiled and changed the subject. “Charlotte and Jane made you something. I’ve been directed to give it to you.”
Baron’s eyebrows shot up. “They made me something?”
“To thank you for the flowers you gave them at the party last week. It’s up in my office. Do you mind coming up?”
Baron had no idea what to say to such a thing, and he couldn’t imagine what the girls would have made for him or why they would have spent their time making it. So he just said, “All right,” and followed her into the building.
He caught Leila watching him out of the corner of her eye as they stood side by side in the elevator. As if she still couldn’t quite figure him out.
Which made perfect sense. Baron couldn’t really figure out what he was doing either.
He couldn’t seem to stop doing it, though—no matter how much more sense it made to pour his limited energy and emotional resources into everything else he had going on in his life.
“Thanks for lunch,” she said, breaking a minute of silence.
He hid a smile in response to the hint of amusement in her eyes. “You’re welcome. Thank you for having lunch with me.”
She appeared to hide a smile too. “You’re welcome. I enjoyed it.”
She stepped off the elevator before him, and Baron was treated to the sight of the provocative sway of her hips and the sensual line of her legs, accented by her ridiculously high heels.
Spurred on by some impulse that he really should have suppressed, he asked, “Do you wear those shoes a lot?”
Leila had been fumbling in her leather bag for her keys, but she glanced down at her feet at his question. Her slightly guilty expression revealed the answer, but she responded gamely, “Sometimes. They’re a little too high to be practical, but they look good with this skirt.”
“They do look good with that skirt,” he affirmed, surprised when his voice came out rather husky.
Leila’s cheeks reddened slightly, but she slanted him an ironic look. “Nice save. At first it sounded like you were questioning my choice of shoes.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it. I was just appropriately impressed by your ability to walk in them.”
“Oh. I see.” Leila laughed as she opened the door. “It just takes practice.”
Then, as if some malicious fate intervened, her ankle twisted on her first step into the office.  Her knee buckled, and she caught herself on Baron’s arm.
“Don’t say a word,” she warned, still half-laughing as she clung to his arm and regained her balance.
Part of Baron wanted to smile in response to her amused expression and clever irony, but the rest of him was suddenly overwhelmed by the proximity of her body, her scent, and her warmth. He’d reached out to stabilize her when she’d stumbled, and now his hand lingered on her shoulder, sliding against the soft knit of her sweater.
When Leila leaned down to slip her shoe off and then back on her foot, her neckline dipped low, and Baron was treated to the sight of her lush breasts, barely covered by the lace of her bra.
He swallowed as his body started to react.
“All is well,” Leila said cheerfully, evidently unaware of the response she was provoking in him. “Shoe and ankle are both fine.” She dropped her bag on the floor and reached up to check her hair. “Damn it,” she muttered, when she discovered her hair was no longer neatly restrained.
Baron watched, absurdly mesmerized, as she reached up with both hands to take a clip out of her hair and then attempted to roll it back up in the knot. Her thin sweater stretched against her breasts, revealing a faint outline of nipples.
A rush of desire buzzed in his head and tightened in his groin. Attempting to make natural conversation, he asked, somewhat inanely, “Can you get it back up in the knot without a mirror?”
Leila scowled at him, but without any heat. Her eyes were still glinting with amusement. “It’s not a knot. It’s a chignon.”
Baron had no idea what a chignon was, and he didn’t really care.
“Damn it,” Leila said again, as the clip failed to fasten her hair.
Before she could twist it up again, Baron reached a hand out to stop her. “Leave it,” he said, his voice again huskier than it should have been.
Leila frowned in confusion and dropped her hands. She peered up at him questioningly and finally seemed to process the full extent of his mood. Her face flushed even more, and she licked her lips, although he didn’t know if that was from nerves or from interest.
Her hair had tumbled down around her shoulder, and Baron reached out to trace his fingers down one of the tousled waves.
“Baron?” Leila's voice was barely a breath.
His hand moved from her hair to her face, and he waited to see if she would withdraw.
She didn’t. Her mood had shifted to match his, and she looked warm and breathless, her head tilting into his hand and her eyes hot and intense.
Thinking of no good reason to restrain himself anymore, he leaned down into a kiss.
She responded immediately, wrapping an arm around his neck and shifting her body closer to his. A wave of heated gratification washed over him as he tangled his fingers into her loose hair and deepened the kiss.
Leila moaned softly into his mouth and reached blindly behind him to close her office door. Possessed by the kind of helpless desire he hadn’t experienced in years, Baron pressed her body into his, one of his hands sliding down to cup her ass.
When his arousal pushed into her middle, Leila tore her mouth away and gasped, “Oh God, Baron!”
For a pained moment, he wasn’t sure if it was an exclamation of pleasure or the prelude to saying they should stop. He knew this was too fast, too much—when nothing for either of them was clear.
But then she rubbed herself against his groin and grabbed his head again, pulling him down into another kiss.
After that, they both seemed to stop thinking entirely—acting only on instinct and physical need. After kissing in hungry urgency for a few minutes, they somehow ended up sprawled in a hot, panting heap on the small loveseat against the wall of her office.
Leila was soft and eager beneath him, trying impatiently to get his suit jacket off over his shoulders. When her tugs became insistent, Baron raised his mouth from her throat, where he’d been sucking on her pulse, and helped her get the jacket off his arms.
He returned his mouth to her neck. Then lowered it even more, adjusting the neckline of her top until he could mouth her breast through her bra. She whimpered in pleasure, shifting beneath him, as he suckled her nipple through the damp fabric.
Baron’s position wasn’t at all comfortable, but he didn’t care. He wanted Leila so badly his eyes had blurred over, and his erection was painfully tight in his pants.
“Baron,” Leila rasped, tugging at his shirt until she’d pulled it out of his pants and could caress the bare skin of his back.
He mumbled something in response over her breast, wanting to please her even as he was dying to sink inside her at last. One of her hands had curved around his skull, and she was stroking the sensitive skin at the base of his neck in a way that made him want to howl.
Her pencil skirt was so tight he couldn’t get his hands between her thighs, so he pushed the skirt up toward her hips. He’d almost gotten it out of the way when a knock on the office door startled them both into frozen shock.
The knock came again, louder this time. “Mrs. Luther?” a young male voice came from outside the door. “Are you there?”
Leila’s body was suddenly tense beneath him, and she shook her head with tight urgency.
Another knock.
If Baron were in a better state, he could have swung the door open and tossed the obnoxious boy down the stairs.
Finally, the knocking stopped and footsteps faded down the hallway.
Leila released a loud breath.
Baron straightened up so he was sitting on the loveseat beside Leila, who was still reclined back in a debauched sprawl.
“Oh, God,” Leila said, pulling herself up and trying to straighten her clothes. “That was Bradley. The work-study student in the department.”
Baron rubbed his face, trying to get control of his body. “He needs to work on his timing.”
“Yeah,” Leila agreed. Then she darted a glance over at him. “Although...”
He knew it was coming—as soon as the interruption had occurred. “Yeah.” If only his aching erection could have known it too.
“I’m sorry,” Leila said, finally managing to pull her skirt back down to her knees. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what happened. I mean, I do. But I wasn’t thinking.”
“I know. Neither was I.”
“It’s not that I don’t want to. Obviously, I really do. But I can’t just... I mean, I’m a mom. I have to think of what’s best for them. And I just can’t jump into something... I just have to move more slowly.”
“I know. It wouldn’t have been smart.”
Sometimes Baron hated being smart.
“Are you sure?” Leila said, putting a hand on his arm.  “I know it’s not fair—to get you all hot and bothered and then stop. I should have stopped us earlier.” She sighed and rubbed her scalp with her fingertips. “I just got carried away.”
“I did too. I should have stopped us too. Don’t worry about it.”
Leila shifted uncomfortably, and Baron wondered if she was as aroused as he was.
After a moment, she glanced at him again. “Are you mad?”
He gave a huff of laughter. “I’m not mad.”
“Are you annoyed?”
He met her eyes and saw she was genuinely nervous about it. For a moment, he was offended—understanding that she really thought he was the kind of man to get angry when he couldn’t fuck who he wanted when he wanted to.
With a sharp pang of realization, he wondered if he was such a man.
He wasn’t angry or annoyed now. Moving so fast wouldn’t have been good—for either one of them—so it was just as well they were interrupted.
He just needed to get his body to understand that.
“I’m not annoyed,” he said, realizing Leila was waiting for a response. “Just give me a minute before you want me to move.”
Leila laughed, still flushed and breathless but genuinely amused.
Despite his discomfort, Baron couldn’t help but laugh a little too.
When they’d basically pulled themselves together, he got up to leave.
“Oh,” Leila said, “Don’t forget your gift from the girls.”
Baron blinked. He’d totally forgotten the reason he’d come up there to begin with.
Leila went over to a drawer in her desk and pulled out a clay bowl painted in blue and red. “They made it for you at craft time in school.” She looked a little sheepish as she handed it to him.
He took it and held it delicately. The paint lines were messy, and the curve of the bowl was lopsided and irregular. “They made it for me?”
“Yes. They did. They painted it blue and red because they thought those were your favorite colors, since your ties are usually blue or red.”
When he glanced up at Leila, he saw she was watching him carefully, waiting for his reaction.
He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. So he tried again. “Thank you. Tell them thank you.”
Her face softened, as she evidently saw something in his expression that satisfied her. “I will. Do you—” She broke off the question.
“Do I what?”
She cleared her throat. “I totally understand if, after this...” She waved her hand over toward the loveseat to explain what she meant. “…if, after this, you don’t want anything more to do with me. But I was going to... We’re going to the science museum on Saturday. I’m know you’re really busy, but if you want, if you had time, you could come with us.”
How his brother would laugh. Baron James. Left painfully unsatisfied by a woman. Then given a lopsided bowl by two six-year-old girls. Then invited to go with them all to a museum to look at rocks and dinosaur bones.
“Maybe I will.”

 
Seven
 
Leila shouldn’t be feeling so fluttery.
It was way too early to feel these flutters about Baron. Yes, his interactions with both her and the girls were far more promising than she could have ever imagined. And, yes, her attraction for him spun farther out of control every time another piece of his smooth, charming façade was dismantled. And, yes, she’d known him for ages. There was a time when he’d almost felt like one of the family.
But she shouldn’t be feeling fluttery about him. She knew who he’d become in the last fifteen years, and it was almost impossible that Baron James—rich, powerful, worldly, incredibly complicated—would choose to fit himself into the life she needed for herself and the girls.
“What time is it, Mommy?” Jane asked, smoothing down her denim skirt although it wasn’t the least bit wrinkled.
“It’s just eleven now. Charlotte, don’t wander away, please.” She gestured to her second daughter, who was staring around the lobby of the science museum in fascination and straying away from where Leila leaned against a wall.
“He should be here.” Jane looked earnestly concerned, peering at every new face that came through the front doors.
Leila made herself mentally stamp down the flutters in her belly—feelings of giddy excitement over Baron’s potential arrival and anxiety about his perhaps not showing up at all. “Remember,” she said in her calmest voice, “he said he would try to come. Not that he would definitely come.”
“Why wouldn’t he come?” Charlotte demanded.
“It wouldn’t be because he didn’t want to see you, but he might have had work come up. He’s busy a lot with work.”
“Like Daddy,” Jane put in, nodding her head in subdued understanding. “He always works a lot too.”
“Yes,” Leila murmured, shifting against the wall. She didn’t really like thinking of the similarities between Rick and Baron. When she reflected on the natures of the two men, she saw fewer and fewer common traits—except for their surface personas.
But surface wasn’t always so easy to shed.
Plus, Baron’s job now was far more stressful than Rick’s had ever been.
“Charlotte,” she exclaimed sharply, when her daughter almost backed into an elderly man behind her. Gentling her voice, Leila added, “Watch out, sweetie.”
Charlotte frowned at her, but she came over to lean against the wall beside Jane.
The girls were both wearing denim skirts and pastel-colored tops, with matching ribbons in their ponytails. Leila had dressed casually on purpose—in a pair of brown pants and a t-shirt and hoodie. Perhaps the pants made her butt look particularly good, and the red t-shirt had a flatteringly low neckline. But she likely would have worn the same thing, even had Baron not been making a potential appearance. And she hadn’t worn her glasses, but that was just because she wasn’t likely to need them.
“He liked our bowl?” Jane asked, still intently watching the people coming through the front doors.
“Yes, he did,” Leila assured her—perhaps the twelfth time that question had been asked and answered in the last couple of days. “He really liked it. He said a special thank you for it to both of you.”
Despite her firm resolves, she felt more flutters when she remembered Baron’s face as he’d processed the gift from the girls the other day. His reaction was understated, reined in. But she’d seen very clearly that he’d been touched. That response was particularly meaningful after the obvious frustration of their interrupted make-out session.
She couldn’t think about that too much, though. Not if she wanted to maintain her composure. Even clumsy and unfinished, that interlude with Baron in her office could still get her hot.
As unlikely as it was, Baron must be genuinely attracted to her. He couldn’t have put on his physical response to her, and the urgency and heat of his kiss, his touch, had been powerful and real. He was attracted to her—as much as she was to him.
They seemed to be dancing around the initial stages of dating, although neither of them had made it perfectly clear.
In so many ways, though, Baron just wasn’t a good choice for her. His history, lifestyle, and responsibilities would make it difficult for him to be a husband or the father-figure the girls needed.
But he was so good with them, Leila thought with another little flutter. And he seemed to be working through some things.
Whatever it was, it gave her hope. It made her giddy. And she prayed it wouldn’t crush her in the end.
Charlotte had gotten bored of leaning against the wall, so she started to totter on a grout line in the tile floor, obviously pretending it was a balance-beam. “Where is he?” she whined. “He should be here.”
“He’s late,” Jane confirmed, her little face looking far too sober.
Leila closed her eyes briefly, hoping desperately that Baron would call if he’d decided not to join them at the museum. He might not, though. He wouldn’t necessarily think it was a big deal. He might not realize the girls took such things very seriously.
She forced her voice to remain light as she said, “We’ll wait five more minutes—until 11:15—then we’ll go ahead and go on in. He can catch up with us if he’s just running late.”
Charlotte stuck her chin out, both hands extended as she “balanced” on the grout line. “I don’t want to go in without him.”
“Charlotte, don’t be stubborn. He might have gotten busy. He only said he might come.”
The girl’s chin stuck out even more, matching her lower lip. Leila watched her daughter's pout with a sinking heart. Charlotte had been on edge all morning—too much excitement broken by nerves and now disappointment.
Leila felt the same way herself, even though she was the grown-up and should really know better.
They waited five more minutes until Leila looked at her watch with a sigh and straightened up, knowing it was time to round up the girls and go into the museum on their own.
“But I don’t want—” Charlotte began, before Leila could even say anything.
“Look!” Jane gasped, her dedicated observation of the front doors finally paying off.
Leila turned and caught sight of a familiar dark head across the lobby. The tension in her chest eased, even as her heart skipped a beat. Those insistent flutters in her belly—which refused to listen to her sensible advice—started up with new life.
Baron had seen them and was making his way over with long strides. He wore gray trousers and a black crew-neck shirt, and he returned the girls' excited gesticulations with a half-smile and a lift of his hand.
“Sorry,” he said when he’d approached. “Thanks for waiting.”
“You were late!” Charlotte informed him.
“That’s okay,” Jane said at the same time.
Both girls skipped over to Baron with huge grins.
Baron looked down on them, reaching out with one arm to shake each of their hands in turn.
Leila tried to hide her chuckle. Not just because it was incredibly cute—which it was—but because she could tell that Baron had decided on the hand-shaking scenario to keep the girls from giving him hugs.
He looked up and met her eyes, smiling at her with an unexpected warmth that made her head spin.
How was she supposed to be mature and reasonable about this, when he looked so good she wanted to slurp him down and he treated her girls like they were important—even though she knew he was treading on unfamiliar territory and it made him a little uncomfortable?
“Hi,” he told her. “Sorry I’m late. I had to work this morning and got dragged into a meeting.”
She noticed then that he was breathless. He didn’t appear rushed at all, but he must have been hurrying. Looking at the slight sheen of perspiration on his forehead, she realized he might even have been running to get here.
“No problem,” she said, trying to sound friendly and casual but her soft feelings a little too evident in her voice. “I’m glad you were able to come. It’s too bad you have to work even on Saturdays.”
“We want to see the dinosaurs first.” Jane stuck her hand out toward Baron, who had no choice but to take it.
“Yes,” Charlotte agreed, positioning herself on his other side and snatching his free hand. “And then the spaceships!”
“Right,” he said matter-of-factly, although he looked a little lost with a six-year-old girl on each hand. “Dinosaurs. Then spaceships. Anything else?”
“Butterflies!” Charlotte said. “Mommy said she wanted to see those.”
“Then we’ll definitely make time for the butterflies.”
They made their way into first exhibit, and after a few minutes Baron managed to free his hands—since the girls ran around peering at glass cases and trying to read the signs. Baron was an excellent companion in the museum, as he seemed to know his way around, knew all the juiciest details about the dinosaurs and missions to the moon, and had a sneaky way of getting around the milling crowds and positioning the girls in the best spots to see.
When the girls weren’t asking questions, they were giggling and beaming—obviously having a fantastic time.
Leila had a really good time too, and not just because the girls were enjoying themselves. Baron’s knowledge was remarkable, and most of what he said interested her as much as the girls. Plus, he would murmur dry, clever remarks to her about the people around them or the nature of the exhibits that made her want to giggle like the girls.
After two and a half hours, they ended up in the snack bar—where Baron bought them outrageously expensive hotdogs, chips, and sodas. After the girls had eaten their fill, they asked for permission to play in the area designated for children to pretend to dig up dinosaur bones and put them together into skeletons.
Leila watched the girls run over to the play area, and she turned to Baron with a smile. She was surprised to discover he was looking at her and not the girls. Something about the look in his eyes made her feel uncharacteristically shy.
“Thanks for coming,” she said. “You’ve totally made their day.”
“I’m glad they had fun,” he murmured, predictably glossing over the part about his presence being what made the day so special for them.
Looking at him closely, she realized that he looked tired, his dark eyes slightly weary and his posture a little slouched. “It’s kind of exhausting,” she said lightly. “You’re welcome to leave whenever you need to. You’ve done more than your duty in entertaining them.”
He shook his head, clearly surprised. “It’s fine. It’s been a nice distraction.”
She studied him more intently, trying to disguise her observation by sipping slowly on her soda. Maybe it wasn’t that he was tired from walking around the museum. Maybe he was stressed about something. “How is work going?” she asked, hoping it didn’t sound like she was prying.
He gave a half-shrug. “Okay. Why do you ask?”
“Just making idle conversation. What else?” She grinned, using irony to cover her growing concern. 
He returned her smile and looked back toward where the girls were playing. Charlotte appeared to be bossing a little red-headed boy who was holding a plastic shovel. 
Leila watched Baron out of the corner of her eyes. When they weren’t talking and when he wasn’t distracted by the girls, he looked absolutely exhausted, like something heavy was weighing him down.
The flutters from her happy day tightened into concern. He was going through something—something important, something really hard—and Leila had no idea what it was.
Not that she had any right to know. They weren’t in the kind of relationship where they would spill their guts to each other. But still...
She wanted to know. She wanted to help.
“Is everything settled with the company yet? I mean after your father’s death?”
He shook his head. “Not yet. It’s a long process.”
“But you’re basically doing his job now?”
“Yeah.”
From what she remembered, his father had never done anything but work. “Are there enough hours in the day?”
He gave a dry huff. “Not even close.”
No wonder he looked so tired and stressed. He’d played around for most of his twenties. She assumed he’d taken his earlier job with the company seriously, but he’d not had anywhere near as much work and pressure as he must have now.
She racked her mind for some way to express understanding and support, but before she could think of anything to say, Baron pulled out his smartphone.
The thing never seemed to stop vibrating.
He glanced at the display and gave her an apologetic look. “Sorry,” he murmured, before he stood up and took a few steps away to take the call.
Leila could hear his side of the conversation, but it was mostly just a series of “yes,” “no,” “fine,” and “Be sure you do.” He hung up after less than a minute.
When he sat down, he stared toward the girls again, but this time he didn’t seem to really see them.
Leila’s throat clenched in concern. “Is everything all right?”
He met her eyes. “Fine.”
She wished he wouldn’t lie to her, but things were too new between them to reproach him for it. “Are you sure?” she asked, leaning forward to put a hand on his arm. It was as intimate as she felt comfortable doing. “You look... you look like something might be wrong.”
“There’s something, but it’s too complicated to get into.” He stared down at her hand on his dark sleeve. “But thanks.”
She squeezed his arm, pleased that he’d at least told her the truth. “Okay.” She wasn’t going to push, as much as she might want to. Baron was a private man, and they weren’t really that close, although they’d known each other as kids.
They sat in silence for several minutes, but it wasn’t awkward so it didn’t bother Leila. They were both just wrapped up in their own thoughts.
Then, out of the blue, Baron asked, “How’s Dave?”
She blinked and oriented herself to the question. “He’s fine. He had his third son a few months ago. Had you heard?”
“No. We lost touch over the years. Are you still close to him?”
“I think so. We talk about once a week, and we visit a couple times a year.”
Baron lowered his eyes and let out a long breath. “That’s nice. That you’re still close.”
She suddenly understood something of what must have prompted his mood. “Yeah. I guess so.” She was dying to ask about his brother, dying to pry more information out of his reluctant lips, but she bit her tongue and didn’t pursue the subject.
She’d never liked Steven James, but she liked him even less now—since something connected to him was really bothering Baron.
 “Mr. Baron! Mr. Baron!”
The girls had come running over, panting, grinning, and with rosy cheeks. Leila wasn't sure when the more proper "Mr. James" had transitioned into "Mr. Baron", but at some point it had.
He arched his eyebrows. “I’m being hassled again, am I?” His voice wasn’t warm and didn’t even have a teasing tone—but somehow the girls understood it.
They giggled as if he’d made a hilarious joke. “Can we have some money for ice cream?” Jane asked, putting her hands behind her back and giving her most beseeching of expressions. “Please!”
Baron glanced over at Leila, who gave a resigned laugh. “Yes, you can have ice cream.” She reached down for her purse. “I’ll give you some—”
“I’ve got it,” Baron interrupted, pulling out his billfold before she could object. He singled out a five dollar bill for each girl.
The girls thanked him profusely and started back for the snack bar.
“I expect some change,” he called out after them, sending the girls into more peals of laughter.
Smiling, Leila met his eyes. Then she couldn’t seem to look away. There was something warm, intimate, incredibly real in his gaze. For a moment, she felt trapped by it, surrounded by it. Instinctively she leaned forward, feeling the overwhelming urge to touch him, embrace him, kiss him.
“You have the most beautiful daughters,” a voice said, breaking the warm trance they’d fallen into.
Both Baron and Leila blinked and stared up at an elderly woman, who was beaming down on them maternally.
“The girls,” the woman said, seeing they were confused. “They’re lovely. I’ve been watching them. You both must be so proud of them.”
Leila swallowed, realizing the woman had innocently assumed that Baron was Charlotte and Jane’s father.
Baron stared at the woman blankly, and Leila was suddenly afraid he would feel uncomfortable and withdraw.
“Thanks,” she said quickly. “They’re great kids.”
Pleased with this affirmation of her opinion, the woman wandered away.
Leila felt ridiculously nervous, and she gave Baron a sheepish smile. “Didn’t know you’d adopted a couple of girls today, did you?”
After a long moment, to her relief, Baron chuckled and shook off his disorientation. “Let’s see if they bring me any ice cream. Then we’ll talk.”
When the girls came back, they each had two cones in their hands, and it took Leila the whole time she was eating her ice cream to get rid of her flutters.
The damned things just wouldn't go away.
***
Leila took a stack of dishes off the kitchen counter and hastily lined them up in the dishwasher. “You know where the animal crackers are?” she asked, glancing back at her father, who was leaning against the opposite counter. “If the girls want a snack later on, they can have some of those or some of the strawberries in the refrigerator.”
“We’re fine,” he said. “I’ve watched them before, you know.”
“I know.” She grabbed a paper towel to dry her damp hands and then wiped the counter with it. “I’m just saying.”
“You don’t have to clean the kitchen. Go get ready. I’ve got things covered here, and the girls are having fun with the boxes.”
Leila looked hurriedly around the kitchen. It wasn’t really clean, but at least it wasn’t embarrassing. Since Baron would be arriving in five minutes and she was still wearing the tank top, leggings, and belted sweater she’d thrown on after her shower earlier, she really needed to finish getting dressed.
Fortunately, she’d already done her hair and makeup, so all she had to do was put on her clothes, jewelry, and shoes.
“Mommy!” Charlotte called from the living room. “Come look.”
She felt rushed and chaotic—not the way she’d prefer to feel before a date with Baron James to an internationally renowned opera performance this evening.
It was their first date. He’d asked her after their trip to the museum. Leila felt familiar flutters of excitement, but they were mostly drowned now by anxiety, confusion, and fear.
This could be the beginning of something good, something she never could have imagined.
Or it could lead to the biggest mess of her very messy life.
Tightening the belt on her sweater, she followed her daughter’s voice into the living room. There, she saw that the twins had used the old boxes their grandfather had brought with him to build a wobbly fort around the sofa.
“Wow,” Leila said. “That’s a great fort!”
“It’s a castle,” Jane corrected, frowning over one of the boxes at her mother. “Mommy, did Robin Hood live in a castle? Or did the Persians?”
Leila hid a smile. “Robin Hood sometimes lived in a castle, when he wasn’t hiding out in the woods. I don’t think the Persians lived in castles like that.”
“Okay.” Jane disappeared behind the box. As Leila watched, a couple of the boxes wavered precariously as Jane and Charlotte had a little tiff over who would be Robin Hood and who the villainous Sheriff of Nottingham.
“I thought you were getting ready,” her father said, strolling out of the kitchen with a mug of coffee.
“I am!” Leila glanced at the clock and chewed her lip when she saw it was already six-thirty. She bit back a bad word and took a step toward her bedroom, only to freeze when she heard a knock on the door.
She bit back another bad word.
Flinging open the front door, she greeted Baron, who stood on her welcome mat looking gorgeous and cosmopolitan in a tux and shiny shoes.
Before he could finish his blink at seeing her in what was clearly an inappropriate outfit for the opera, she said, “I know. I’m running late. Sorry. I’ll be ready in less than ten minutes.”
He chuckled as he came into the house. “No problem.”
The girls peeked out behind their boxes with squeals of greeting for “Mr. Baron.”
“What is this? The barricade from Les Miserables?” Baron looked with professional interest at their unstable structure.
“No,” Charlotte replied impatiently. “It’s a castle. But our tower keeps falling down!”
“Ah,” Baron murmured, as if enlightened. “I see the problem. You need a better foundation.”
Intrigued, Leila watched as Baron went over to help the girls restructure the boxes of their fort, but she’d only watched for thirty seconds when her dad met her eyes.
He nodded significantly toward her bedroom and mouthed the word, “Go.”
Leila went.
In her bedroom, she rechecked her hair. It still looked pretty good, after the twenty minutes she’d spent trying to coil it up into an elegant French twist. Her makeup was flattering and understated, and she smelled of the ginger-scented lotion she’d applied after her shower.
In just a few minutes, she’d put on her only evening gown—a charcoal gray 1930s inspired silk with a deep v-neck that made her cleavage look amazing, narrow double straps, and a slinky, bias-cut skirt. She’d also put on a pair of sexy, thigh-high stockings, strappy heels, and simple pearl jewelry.
Touching up her lipstick, she decided she looked as pretty and elegant as it was possible for her to look. So, putting a hand on her twisting stomach, she returned to the living room.
As she approached, she heard Jane’s earnest voice. “Mr. Baron, did you bring us anything tonight?”
“Why would I bring something? Is it your birthday?”
“No!” Charlotte said, “Our birthday is ages away! We thought you might bring us a present.”
“Am I supposed to carry around presents in my pockets then?”
Leila laughed at his dry tone. How the girls managed to realize he was teasing them, she didn’t know. He sounded as bland and matter-of-fact as if he were conducting a business meeting.
She stopped in the hallway bathroom to once more check her appearance. When she finally entered the living room, she found the girls gushing over strings of beads—Jane’s pale purple and Charlotte’s pale pink.
“Look-it what Mr. Baron brought us!” Charlotte declared, running over to Leila with her beads. “Oooh! You look beautiful, Mommy!”
“Thanks, sweetie. What do you have there?”
Charlotte handed Leila her beads for inspection. Leila grabbed her glasses from a side table. She wasn’t going to wear them tonight, since she thought she looked sexier without them, but she wanted to see the string of beads more closely.
What had looked from a distance like the kind of girly beads one might pick up from a discount store was soon revealed to be something else. The beads were of very good quality—not precious stones of any kind but finely crafted with a kind of swirl in their depths that made them mesmerizing. “They’re beautiful,” Leila said, reaching out for the lavender beads that Jane was waiting to offer her for a parallel inspection. “Did you thank Mr. James for them?”
Jane nodded. “Yes, we did, and he said we were demanding little va-grants who had to be ‘peased with jewelry.”
“Appeased,” Baron corrected. His face was sober but amusement glinted in his eyes.
While the girls admired each other’s beads, Leila went over to him and murmured, “They’re too much. You didn’t have to get them anything.”
Baron gave a dismissive shrug. “They’re just trinkets. I passed them in a storefront today and thought the girls might like them.”
Leila studied his face carefully, but she couldn’t read anything in the dark eyes or steady gaze.
“Y’all should head out,” her dad said from the sofa, where he’d been half-watching a ball game. “Or you won’t have time for dinner before the show starts.”
Leila had to snort over her father’s calling the single U.S. performance of the renowned Italian opera company’s newest opera “the show.”
“We should get going,” Baron agreed, glancing at his watch, “if you’re ready.”
“I am.” Leila picked up the small, sparkly clutch she’d prepared for tonight. “You have everything you need, Dad?”
“Yes, we’re fine.” Her father shook his head and stretched his legs out in front of him on the couch. “Have a good time.”
“Girls, you be good,” she said, bringing her daughters’ attention away from the beads they’d just put around their necks.
“Mr. Baron,” Charlotte said, running up to tug on his jacket. “Can you help us with the castle some more? We’re going to be princesses now with our pretty necklaces.”
“Mr. James and I have to leave, sweetie,” Leila said, starting to get a sinking feeling when she saw a particular look in Charlotte’s eyes. “He can’t help you anymore with the castle right now.”
Charlotte’s chin stuck out ominously, while Jane twined her hands behind her back with ladylike precision. “It won’t take long, Mommy. Please, Mr. Baron. We need a better tower.”
Baron’s eyes moved from Charlotte’s pouting face to Jane’s beseeching one and then over to Leila. She gave a discreet shake of her head.
He said lightly, “You’ve got a fine start on your tower. If you finish it up, your grandpa can take a picture of it with his phone and send it to us.”
“That’s a great idea,” Leila said, in as enthusiastic a voice as she could muster. The dread in her stomach had intensified, and her head buzzed with anxiety. “Why don’t you do that? Then we can look at the picture of your tower after we eat supper and call to tell you how good it is.”
Jane appeared as though she might be swayed to accept this plan, but Charlotte’s lip wobbled. “I don’t wanna. Why do you and Mr. Baron have to leave?”
Leila prayed with everything in her being—to whomever might be out there to hear her—that her little girl wouldn’t throw a huge tantrum as she was trying to get out the door on her first date since her divorce. “We talked about this—remember, Charlotte? Mr. James and I are going to see the opera, and you and Jane are going to stay here and watch Aladdin with Grandpa.”
Jane, looking terribly worried at her sister’s declining mood, told Baron with commendable gravity, “The Genie is silly. And blue.”
Before Baron could respond to this insight, Charlotte’s precarious control snapped. “No!” she cried in an extended wail. “Stay here with me! And... and... and Jane!”
After that, Leila could only follow details of the scene in a hassled blur. Charlotte refused to hear reason and refused to be comforted.
Leila’s voice soon took on a shrill note as she tried to handle the outburst with a semblance of control. She usually dealt with parenting issues better than this, but she couldn’t think of a thing to do at the moment.
“Just head out,” her father said, heaving himself up off the couch to make himself available to help, although things had spun out of control so quickly that there was little he could do at this point. “I’ll take care of it.”
“I can’t leave them with you like this,” Leila said, trying to keep the desperation out of her voice. She felt trapped by Baron’s presence, half-scared he would respond to this badly and half-anxious he would be judging her parenting techniques, which she wasn't comfortable having observed. Under normal circumstances, she would just go to another room and let Charlotte wail until she got tired or else tell her to stop and take away something fun if she refused.
Leila was on the edge of telling Charlotte she couldn’t watch the movie if she didn't quiet down, but that would ruin the whole evening for Jane and her father—both of whom had been looking forward to it.
Her nerves were even more frayed because the stoic expression on Baron’s face was growing more and more strained.
He wouldn’t be used to six-year-olds throwing tantrums.
“Should we just stay?” he finally asked Leila, turning away from the girls so they couldn’t hear him. A sheen of perspiration had broken out above his lip. Leila wasn’t surprised, since she was overly hot and hassled too.
Despite everything, she was a little touched by Baron's offer.
Leila shook her head—sure of that at least. She never thought she had perfect parenting skills, but one thing she’d managed to do was not reward bad behavior in the girls. “No, we can’t.”
Clearing her throat, she decided she had to do something other than watch in helpless dismay.
“Charlotte, you have to stop now.” Leila was pleased that her voice sounded basically calm and somewhat authoritative. “We don’t act this way when people have been nice to us. There’s no dessert for you tomorrow, and if you don’t start behaving right now, there won’t be any movie tonight.”
This warning finally had some effect. Charlotte quieted down, although she mumbled about how no one had been nice to her.
“Yes, people have been nice to you. Mr. James brought you those beautiful beads, and Grandpa came over special to watch the movie with you.”
“We can wear our necklaces and be pretty like Jasmine,” Jane offered. She’d been upset by her sister’s outburst and clearly wanted her happy again. 
“Okay.” Charlotte didn’t look happy, but at least she’d stopped the tantrum. “If I’m good, can I still have dessert tomorrow?”
Leila shook her head. “I’m sorry, honey. You already lost your dessert.”
Before the girl could respond, Baron added, “I can come over sometime next week and help you build a much better castle—with a moat, a drawbridge, and two watchtowers.”
Jane pressed her hands together and gasped in excitement over this miraculous offer. And even Charlotte perked up. “Two watchtowers?” she asked.
“Two.”
“And a drawbridge.”
“Yes.”
“Next week?”
“Yes. Next week. As long as it’s all right with your mom.”
Four pairs of eyes focused on Leila—two hopeful, one amused, and Baron’s, which were absolutely unreadable.
“Yes, that’s fine. But you have to be really good tonight for Grandpa. Then Mr. James can come over next week to help you with your castle.”
Charlotte turned to Baron. “We have strawberries to eat tonight, but we should take off our necklaces so we don’t get strawberry juice on them and mess them up.”
Relieved that the storm was finally over, Leila was able to give her final instructions and kiss them all goodbye.
Then she walked down to the street with Baron in silence, let him help her into the back of the chauffeured car waiting at the curb, and collapsed against the back of the seat.
It wasn’t even seven in the evening, and she was hot, exhausted, and on the verge of tears.
And she was absolutely positive she’d have some damage control to do now with Baron.
“You look beautiful, by the way.” He slid into the seat beside her.
“Thanks,” she replied, unable to imagine that just twenty minutes ago she’d looked pretty and elegant. “I’m so sorry about that.”
“Don’t worry about it.”
“They’re usually pretty well-behaved. But they’re just six, and they get so excited when they see you. I guess our leaving so soon after you’d arrived was just too much.”
“It’s fine,” he said, with a dismissive half-shrug.
She wasn’t sure whether to be relieved by his casual dismissal or concerned by it. “I guess I should have just met you somewhere so they didn’t see you.” She brooded for a minute, trying to figure out a scenario where things would have gone more smoothly.
Then, to top everything off, she realized she was still wearing her glasses, which must completely ruin her entire ensemble. 
“Leila, I said don’t worry about it.” Baron’s voice was a little sharper. So sharp, in fact, that she sucked in her breath and dropped her eyes.
“Okay,” she murmured, managing to make her voice convey ironic humor, even though his tone had upset her. “I’ll shut up and stop obsessing about it now.”
After a long moment of silence, Baron reached over and put a hand over hers in her lap. “Sorry.”
She looked up to meet his gaze. His expression was still unreadable, but something was a little softer in his eyes.
“I didn’t mean to sound harsh. I just don’t like you to worry so much. I’m not going to crack under the strain of a temper-tantrum.”
Leila choked on a laugh. That was exactly what she’d been afraid of, but the way he’d phrased it made her fears seem kind of silly. “Right,” she said, brightening up at the knowledge that he wasn’t about to retreat again. “But, seriously, you don’t have to come over and help them make a castle. I’m sure you’re swamped with work and everything.”
“I don’t mind. They’re good kids.” He shook his head and added, as if to himself, “And that castle needed a lot of help. It would have collapsed on the first wave of invaders.”
Leila was so distracted and harried that it took her a full minute to realize his bland, understated words were offered in humor. When what he’d said finally registered, she burst into sudden laughter and was warmed when he smiled in return.
Then, because she was laughing—and because she’d gotten so unreasonably upset about Charlotte’s outburst and Baron’s potential reaction—a tear slipped out of her eye as she laughed.
She wiped it away discreetly, hoping Baron hadn’t seen.
“Where are we going for dinner?” she asked, “Will we be late?”
“I made reservations at the Garden for six-forty-five,” Baron said. “But they’ll hold them for us.”
The Garden was a newly-opened Indian restaurant that no normal person could possibly get a table at. Normally, Leila would have been thrilled to go, but she knew their eating there would be an event. Everyone would see them. She would have the pressure of being Baron James’s date. She would have to be on her best behavior and wouldn’t be able to relax.
Then she’d have to sit through a three-hour opera.
Closing her eyes, she hoped she’d be able to make it through the evening.
“We can go somewhere else if you want,” he offered casually. “It doesn’t matter to me. There’s a little Italian place I like not far from here. It would be quieter and less of a scene, if that sounds better to you.”
Some of the tension eased in Leila’s chest. “That sounds good to me.”
“And, since we’re running late anyway, I wouldn’t mind missing the first half of the opera. The second part has all the big numbers anyway. We could show up at intermission if we’re running too late.”
Leila wanted to cry in relief. “Yeah. That sounds perfect.”
She wasn't sure if Baron was a little stressed after the incident at her house or if he'd seen that she was about to lose it. Or both. Either way, she was infinitely grateful for his change of plans.
They went to the Italian place. The owner knew Baron, gave them a quiet table in a corner, and brought out their drinks and food himself. Everything was excellent, and Leila didn’t feel put on display.
She drank three glasses of wine and had a wonderful time. She’d actually never interacted with Baron before when he was like this—witty, charming, dryly intelligent, and completely focused on her.
She liked him this way. She liked herself when she was with him this way. And she found him increasingly attractive—something that had only a little to do with how sleekly handsome he was in the tux.
It was after nine when they left the restaurant. Leila felt flushed, relaxed, and much more giggly than normal.
“We should be just about the right time for the intermission,” Baron said, glancing at his watch after he’d given his driver instructions.
Leila giggled, although nothing he’d just said had been funny. Her hand strayed to her face and she realized in surprise that she was still wearing her glasses. Why hadn’t she taken them off by now?
She did so. “I should have left these at home,” she murmured, opening her little clutch and trying to fit the glasses in between her cash, keys, lipstick, powder compact, and phone.
“Why?” Baron’s tone sounded genuinely curious.
“I wanted to look pretty.” She wasn’t sure how it had happened, but she and Baron were much closer on the seat than they’d been on the way to the restaurant. Their thighs brushed against each other’s.
A buzz of attraction and pleasure rose inside her as she stared at Baron’s handsome face and warm eyes.
“You do look pretty. I like you in the glasses.” He reached over and brushed her hot cheek with his knuckles.
Leila sucked in a breath and leaned her face into his hand. “Liar.”
Baron chuckled, and the vibrations from his laugh seemed to travel through his hand and all the way through Leila’s body. Arousal tightened between her legs.
“I do like them,” he said, his voice thicker than normal. “They make you look like Leila.”
She was ready when he tilted his head down toward her. She stretched up until their lips met. A wave of pleasure washed over her as they kissed. She reached up to cup his cheek with her hand, and he slid his palm up and down her back in a sensual caress.
She opened her mouth to his tongue, and her whole body hummed in response when she heard him groan deep in his throat.
It should have been a sweet, hot kiss and nothing more—but for some reason it spiraled into more than that far too quickly. After a minute, their embrace became more urgent and intimate than Leila would have expected. Baron’s body was tight and heated, and his hands were hungry and possessive. Leila couldn’t stop clawing at him, trying to feel him as much as she could, pleasure and need rushing through her in waves.
“Oh, God, Baron,” she gasped, when their lips broke apart and he mouthed his way down her neck. They needed to stop. This was getting out of control. But she couldn’t bear to pull away from his heat, his strength, the deliciously male, expensive scent of him, the need she could sense in his touch.
He moved his hands down to her hips and, before she knew what was happening, he’d adjusted her so she was straddling his lap. Her long skirt was in the way, but it had a high slit and Baron had managed to push it up enough to slide his hands up her legs to her thighs.
When he found the edge of her stockings, he made a guttural sound of approval.
Leila was so aroused now she was wet and throbbing a little. She moved in his lap, trying to get friction. When she felt he was starting to harden, one last flash of sense burst into her heated daze.
She tore her mouth away. “Wait, Baron, we have to stop.”
Baron dropped his hands at her words. He leaned against the seat, panting, flushed, and with glazed eyes.
“I’m sorry,” she said, pulling herself off his lap, even though everything in her body cried out in resistance. “I’m so sorry. But we can’t. Not like this.”
“Right,” Baron said, his voice raspy and strained. “You’re right.”
“I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have let it go so far. But I can’t... I mean, I want to, but I can’t take sex so lightly. Not anymore.”
“I know.” Baron rubbed his face, obviously trying to pull himself together. “I know that.”
They sat in silence for a few minutes as the car slowly crawled through city traffic. Eventually, both of them managed to get control of their arousal using whatever mental gymnastics happened to work for them.
“We’ve got to stop doing that,” he said at last, the corner of his mouth tilting up.
Leila was so relieved to see that little sign of humor that she giggled again, the rush of the alcohol and the giddiness of knowing that Baron wanted her so much rising up to lighten her spirits again. “I know. It’s like we’re horny teenagers or something—making out in the back of car.”
He released gust of laughter and leaned back against the seat. He seemed to have fully recovered. He didn’t look exactly relaxed, but he was smiling and that warm look lingered in his eyes as he gazed at her.
To distract herself from saying something sappy and infinitely stupid, Leila pulled out her compact and tried to repair her makeup. Everyone who was anyone in Boston would be at this opera performance. She didn’t want to look like she’d just been tumbled in the back of a car.
When the car finally pulled up in front of the opera house, Leila was ready to get out. Her dress might be a little wrinkled, and her hair might not be perfectly coifed, but she thought she still looked pretty good.
Baron took her arm as they entered the lobby. How he’d managed to time it so perfectly, she had no idea. But people were mingling in the lobby in what was obviously the intermission break.
She wasn’t sure how this was possible. She was just Leila, with two less-than-perfect girls and a basically normal job. Yet she was on a date with Baron James.
And things were going remarkably well.
She should have known it was too good to be true.
After just a few moments, she felt Baron tighten palpably beside her. She looked up in surprise to see that his expression had frozen and his gaze—fixed on a certain spot across the lobby—had darkened ominously.
She turned to see what had so upset him, and Leila found herself frozen too, her hand clamping down on Baron’s rigid forearm.
The focus of Baron's attention stood across the crowded lobby in all of his loose, long-limbed elegance. He’d never been as handsome as his brother, but the arrogant stance and challenging tilt of his head hadn’t changed in all these years.
Steven James had left Boston years ago in the fall of the year, shedding all ties to his family and friends in some sort of act of rebellion.
It was fall again—a crisp, elegant evening with an internationally acclaimed opera and the glitter of the city elite—when Steven James finally came home.

 
Eight
 
Baron hadn’t expected it. Not now. Not like this.
He’d known his brother would make an appearance eventually to contest the will. He’d been preparing himself for it.
He’d managed to compartmentalize his life very neatly for the last few weeks. Part of his world was spent doing his father’s job and in the thrusts and parries of this duel his brother had waged. And the other part of his world was spent exploring this thing with Leila. Being someone different. Testing out if it was even possible for him to have normal human connections, despite the pressures and burdens of being a James.
Tonight was supposed to be about the Leila-side of his life. He’d been wrapped up fully in Leila and her family—including a ridiculous, humiliating case of nerves over a first date, a very uncomfortable tantrum from Charlotte, and a rising thrill over how close he was feeling to Leila. He hadn’t spared a thought for his brother all evening.
He’d been hopeful. Almost happy.
But then he’d seen his brother. In the lobby of the opera house. And the other side of his life was blown apart.
He had no idea what to say. No idea what to do.
Leila looked up at him with anxious eyes. “We can leave, Baron. We can just leave.”
The space around him had blurred into a vague haze of color and shape and a dull murmur of indistinct voices, but he was able to process that Leila was worried... for him. “There’s no need,” he said. When his voice sounded too raspy, he cleared his throat.  “I don’t want to leave.”
He did want to leave, but he couldn’t.
“All right.” Leila loosened the tight grip she’d had on his arm. Instead, she rubbed it gently. “Well, then let’s just take our seats. The second half will be starting soon anyway.”
That was a delay he desperately wanted—some time to process what had happened and figure out a way of handling it.
“Not yet,” he said.
“Baron, you don’t have to confront him now.” Something pleaded in Leila’s voice.
He was tempted—so incredibly tempted—to take the shelter she offered, both in the seats of his private box and the tenderness of her obvious concern. But taking it would be a defeat. “I have to.”
When Leila didn’t argue, he let out a thick breath. He tried to make his brain function. He’d always been good at thinking on his feet and strategizing on the cusp of a given moment. But no ploy, no thrust, no move, no tactic pierced the dark haze of his mind.
He wasn’t sure how it happened. He wasn’t conscious of moving. Or of Steven moving. But the crowd milled around them, parting and reshaping until he and his brother were standing face to face.
“Baron,” his brother said. “It’s good to see you.”
The bitter irony in the words hurt more than he’d expected. More than it should have. “You too. How are you?”
The conversation was a mockery of a familial greeting. Neither man extended a hand.
Steven’s eyes shifted to Leila in a casual assessment, but Baron caught a flicker of surprise in his brother’s face when he registered her identity. “Is it little Leila?”
“Actually,” she said, sounding sharp and bold, with just the slightest edge of uncertainty, “it’s doctor now. Dr. Luther.”
Steven’s blink was the only indication he gave of being caught unaware. “I’d heard my brother had recently started dating a university professor, a single mother of twins. I guess that would be you.”
Somehow, he’d made the innocuous words sound like an insult. Baron bristled inwardly but was careful not to let it show.
Leila made no attempt to hide her annoyance. “Yes, that would be me. Why are you here? I thought we were rid of you.”
“Tonight is the opera’s only performance in the U.S. How could I miss it? But I notice you missed the entire first act.”
Baron managed a dismissive shrug. “Evidently, you take the performance more seriously than we do. Am I to assume, when the opera is over, you’ll crawl back into your hole?”
Steven gave a huff of laughter. “Is that any way to treat family?  I’m hurt.”
“We can only hope,” Leila muttered, not quite under her breath.
Her blunt words surprised Baron. And, for some unexpected reason, they hit a note of humor in his otherwise tense, preoccupied mind. He laughed. Although it was low and slightly bitter, the laughter clearly startled his brother.
Steven’s sharp gaze focused on Baron, and then Leila, and then back to Baron. His eyes narrowed thoughtfully.
The lights in the lobby blinked, signaling the end of intermission.
“Well, it’s been lovely,” Leila said, with a false, bright smile on her face, “but we better get to our seats.”
Steven nodded. “Of course. But I’ll be in touch.” He met Baron’s gaze, and neither was willing to look away. “We’re family, after all.”
“I never doubted it,” Baron replied.
Then Leila was pulling him away, and Baron went with her willingly.
The confrontation could have been worse. It still hurt that his man—his brother—was all he had left of a family, but oddly the conversation hadn’t felt like it was the most important thing in the world.
As they made their way to Baron’s box, he tried to figure out what was different, why it hadn’t been as painful as he’d expected.
He finally concluded that the difference was Leila.
“You all right?” she asked very softly, leaning over the armrest toward his seat. She put a hand on his knee.
“Yeah.” He looked at her—her wide eyes, soft lips, that nameless feeling in her expression. He covered her hand with his.
“He’s an ass.”
Baron felt a flash of ironic amusement, mingled with sharp bitterness. “Yes.” He paused. “He’s also my brother.”
Leila swallowed visibly. “I know he is. I know.”
He thought maybe she did know, and for some reason it helped. He leaned over and brushed her lips with his, something softening in his chest when she reached up in response to stroke the back of his neck with her fingers.
The opera began and any more conversation became impossible. Baron listened to the music with half his mind while the other half whirled over a million plans, possibilities, and outcomes.
Both he and Leila were quiet on the way home. He got out of the car to walk her up to her house, and they both paused outside the door.
“Thank you, Baron,” she said, smiling, although she appeared faintly uncertain. “I really enjoyed it.”
“Me too.” He had enjoyed it. Most of it. And the confrontation with Steven didn’t count. He glanced at the closed door. He knew he couldn’t come in, although obviously he’d love to spend the night with her. He also kind of wanted to see the girls—make sure they weren’t disappointed with him, that they still liked him after the earlier episode. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”
Leila’s face visibly brightened at his words, and Baron wondered if she thought this was the only date they were going to have.
“If you’re free next weekend, maybe we can go out again. And I need to come by sometime to help the girls with the castle.”
“Right,” she said, an irresistible glow on her face. “I’m free next weekend, and the girls will be thrilled if you can come by sometime to help them with the castle.” She reached up and closed her fingers around the lapels of his jacket. “Thank you.”
He shook his head. “Thank you.”
He leaned down to kiss her then, telling himself not to get carried away. Her lips and body were responsive, and for a minute Baron felt like he would drown in her softness, the sweet, fresh scent of her, the obvious eagerness in her touch.
But he pulled away when his body started to react. With a last stroke of her flushed cheek, he said, “Have a good night.”
“You too.” She opened the door and, with one last, lingering look at him, she went inside, shutting it quietly behind her.
Baron stood and stared at the closed door for a minute, wishing his life were different, that he wasn’t burdened by so much work and conflict, that it was easy for him to enter and share in Leila’s life.
It wasn’t going to be easy or simple, but maybe it wasn’t impossible.
His brother had shown up tonight—the clean boundaries of his compartmentalized life had been blown wide open—but this new, tenuous thing with Leila hadn’t totally fallen apart.
Nothing had fallen apart.
Since he was teenager, it had felt like he and his brother were trapped in an endless battle. Even Steven’s retreat had been a parry and not a surrender. Nothing had changed, really, but for the first time Baron felt like the warfare could eventually end.
There might be some way for him to walk unwounded away from the battle.
Maybe it was a childish delusion, but he wasn’t yet ready to let it go.
***
“But how will the drawbridge go up?” Jane asked, soberly studying the cardboard structure they’d spent the last hour building in a corner of the girls’ bedroom. “It has to go up and down over the moat.”
The moat was a long strip of white craft paper Baron had brought over earlier that week that the girls had dutifully colored blue, the water filled with assorted fish, turtles, one enormous purple whale, and a fire-breathing sea monster with triangular fins all down his back and tail.
He returned to his supply box and pulled out a light rope and pulley. He’d spent a ridiculous amount of time figuring out the best plan for the drawbridge, and he was pleased that he’d predicted that the twins wouldn’t be impressed by manually lifting up the cardboard bridge. “You need a pulley system for a good drawbridge,” he said, getting back down on his knees in front of the castle gate.
“Yeah,” Charlotte echoed, her green eyes wide and round. “A pulley system.”
“How does a pulley system work?” Jane asked, looking dubiously from the rope and pulley to the drawbridge.
Baron started to explain the mechanics in terms as simple as he could manage, but then he noticed that Leila was smiling from the other side of the room. Something about her smile made him self-conscious. It wasn’t a mocking or a derisive smile, but she appeared to be having too much fun watching him navigate the difficult waters of castle construction with two six-year-old girls.
When Leila noticed his gaze, she raised her eyebrows and widened her smile, as if daring him to do something.
Baron couldn’t help but smile back. If he lost track of his explanation of the pulley system for a moment, the girls didn’t seem to notice.
“So the rope goes over the round thing?” Jane asked at last. “And it pulls up the bridge?”
“Exactly.” Baron scooted closer to the castle wall, wishing he didn’t look quite so undignified. There was absolutely no way to appear dignified if you were trying to walk on your knees. “See—we’ll attach it here, and then this end of the rope will connect to the bridge.”
Charlotte clapped her hands in delight and declared, “And we’ll pull up the bridge!”
“Yes. We’ll pull up the bridge.”
The three of them worked in silence for a few minute, and Baron had the uneasy feeling that Leila might be quietly laughing behind his back. While her clear enjoyment wasn’t mean-spirited, he would have preferred to impress her or seduce her rather than amuse her.
“I want to pull it up first,” Charlotte said, when Baron had attached the pulley in place.
Jane’s excited face fell. “I want to pull it!”
“Why don’t you both pull it together?” Leila suggested mildly.
To Baron’s relief, this plan was immediately accepted, and Jane and Charlotte both got a hand on the rope and triumphantly pulled up the bridge.
The successful implementation of this maneuver resulted in great cheering from Leila and the girls and considerable dancing around the room from the girls.
Baron had never experienced anything like it. While one would think he was too experienced and jaded to feel any sort of thrill over such a trivial achievement, he couldn’t help but find their exuberance contagious.
Not that he would be cheering and dancing any time soon, but he realized he was smiling more than expected.
“Thank you for our castle, Mr. Baron!” Charlotte exclaimed, as dramatic in her gratitude as she was in everything else. Out of an abundance of joie de vivre, she hurled herself at Baron's back and hugged him hard around his neck.
He froze for a moment. There wasn’t any way he could respond, fortunately, since she was hugging him from behind. So he simply didn’t pull away.
He wasn’t used to being hugged. Certainly not by children. In fact, he realized, as the girl’s little arms squeezed him so hard she might have cut off his air, he wasn’t used to being touched in any way that wasn’t professional—like a handshake—or sexual.
Baron managed not to pull away in discomfort. Then Jane, seeing it was acceptable, gave him a hug too—hers from the side.
He felt better once he was able to get up off the floor, and they all stood up to admire their handiwork.
The castle was really impressive. It boasted two towers, a turret, crenellation on the top of the walls, and a gatehouse. Most of it was made of heavy-duty cardboard with gray paper stones pasted on, but the girls could enter at the gate and duck behind the wall or stand up behind the towers.
“I think we need a horsey in front of the wall,” Jane said.
Baron nodded. “Why don’t you draw one, cut it out, and then you can put it on the wall near the ground there?”
“Should there be some cats?” Charlotte asked, pulling on one of her ponytails.
Baron would have preferred that his castle not be marred with an excessive number of cats milling around. But, in the interest of historical accuracy, he admitted, “There might be a cat in a castle. There definitely would have been some dogs, though. The knights went hunting with dogs.”
“Big dogs?”
“All sizes.”
As the girls mulled over the possibilities, there was a knock on the front door of the house.
“That’s probably your Grandpa,” Leila said, standing up from the bed where she’d been sitting. “He’ll definitely want to see your castle.”
The girls scampered off in excitement over this, and Leila walked out of the room with Baron more slowly. She put a hand on his back as she went, smiling at him in a way that made his heart beat a little faster.
He wasn’t sure what he’d done to deserve such a smile from her, but he wasn’t going to complain.
***
A few hours later, Baron and Leila left a quiet French restaurant downtown, after they’d gone through a new Greek pottery exhibit she was interested in.
Thankfully, their departure didn’t provoke any tantrums or crying from the girls this time.
The exhibit was good, and dinner was good. Their conversation wasn’t awkward or stilted, and Leila was gorgeous in dark jeans and a green sweater that accentuated her breasts and deepened the color of her eyes.
But something felt off.
He wasn’t sure what it was. Leila wasn’t acting wrong in any way, but she felt withdrawn somehow, the shift happening sometime after they'd left her house.
Baron couldn’t figure how or why it had happened.
The afternoon had gone well. The girls had behaved nicely, and Leila had evidently appreciated his efforts with them. Joe had chatted with him in a friendly, laidback way, and Baron couldn’t think of a thing he’d said or done that would have prompted this sudden shift.
He’d even turned off his phone, so their date wouldn’t be interrupted by a constant stream of work calls and messages.
In the lulls of conversation, he racked his mind for an explanation.
A couple of months ago, he never would have imagined that he might have something like Leila and her family in his world, but he was starting to realize he wanted that part of life—he’d always wanted it. And it had looked for a while like it could be a possibility.
To have it taken away so suddenly—with no clear explanation—would be hard.
“It’s not even nine,” Baron said, as they left the restaurant. “Is there something else you’d like to do?”
While what he wanted to do was get a room at the hotel across the street, he was pretty sure that wasn’t on the agenda for the evening.
“We can get some dessert or coffee,” he suggested.
“Yeah, that would be good.” Leila looked up at him and smiled, but there was something wistful, rather than intimate, in her eyes. “Ice cream?”
He smiled, although he could feel a weight of dread deepening in his gut. “Ice cream it is. There’s a place just down the block, if you don’t mind walking.”
“That’s great. It’s a beautiful evening.”
It was beautiful. Clear and crisp and perfectly autumn. But Baron didn’t admire the weather, the evening sky, or the city lights.
He had an internal battle with himself over what he should do about the change he felt in Leila.
Finally, the desperate part of himself won out over his pride and sense of self-preservation. “Is something wrong?” he asked, trying to keep his voice mild as it broke the silence between them.
“No,” she said, emotion twisting on her face as she stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. “I mean... No. I mean...” She gave a little laugh at her own inarticulateness.
Whatever the problem was, she was really nervous about saying it.
Baron started to move into crisis-mode, his heartbeat accelerating and his mind focusing acutely on every detail of the scene around him. He’d jumped out of enough planes in his life to recognize the surge of adrenalin.
“I guess I’m starting to get a little worried,” Leila blurted out at last.
“About us?”
There was any number of reasons why Leila might decide that a relationship with Baron wasn’t worth pursuing. He’d never been the most obvious choice for her.
“Yeah.” She looked away from him. “I know it’s too early for us to...for us to define anything about this. I know it’s too early. We just started going out. But...but I’m worried. For the girls.”
Baron drew his eyebrows together. This wasn’t at all what he’d expected, but he was starting to see where it was going. The impending dread in his gut transformed into nervousness.
“I know we’ve only gone out a couple of times, but the girls have seen you fairly regularly for a couple of months. That seems like a long time to them. If you haven’t noticed, they’re getting rather attached to you.”
“Yes,” he agreed slowly.
“I know there are no guarantees in relationships—particularly this early—and I’m trying to help the girls see that there are grown-up things involved in how much time you spend with them. But...but...if you know that nothing is going to come of this... I mean, if you’re pretty sure that this is just something for...for fun...or something different for you to try for a little while...if you already know that, it will probably be better if we don’t go any further. I mean, the girls are going to be crushed even now if...if we end things. But they’ll be heartbroken if this goes on much longer and ends later on.”
Baron knew that hadn’t been easy for Leila to say, and as soon as she’d mentioned the girls, he was pretty sure what to expect.
But it didn’t make it any easier for him. It put him on the spot. Made him say things—commit to things—that were so unfamiliar, so new, so risky.
The price for not doing so would be losing Leila, the girls, any possibility of getting something more from his life.
Leila had paled a little under the shadowed light of the streets, and her eyes looked enormous as she gazed up at him. “I’m so sorry to do this. I know it’s too early. And if you just can’t...can’t... I would understand.” She quirked up the corner of her lips. “I would be sorry, but I’d understand.”
For some reason, her expression as she said the last words—half earnest, half ironic, completely vulnerable—gave Baron the push to say what he needed to say.
“I don’t know for sure what can come of this,” he said, his voice thicker than it should have been but otherwise normal. “But I’m not just having fun. I know there’s no reason for you believe it—based on my history—but I’m not assuming this is only temporary.”
It was as much as he could say, as much as he could admit.
Evidently it was enough. Leila’s face transformed, and her smile when she lifted her head was almost blinding.
He felt a matching rush of joy and excitement, although he could never express it as openly as Leila.
“So,” he said, wanting to make sure the withdrawal he’d felt in her earlier was completely done away with. “So we’re okay? For now, at least?”
“Yeah. We’re good. Thank you.” Leila reached up and eased her arms around his neck, pulling him into a hug. Instinctively, he wrapped his arms around her too, forgetting they were still in the middle of the sidewalk.
He almost wanted to laugh that, after years without any hugs at all, he’d somehow earned three in one day.
He wanted to touch Leila, wanted to be close to her in other ways too. The feel of her soft body against his, the scent of her every time he inhaled, began to arouse him almost immediately.
She pulled away slightly—not withdrawing her arms but creating enough space for her to look up into his face.  She appeared to want to say something, but she didn’t.
Baron wasn’t sure what to say either, so he did what he wanted to do. He kissed her.
Leila responded immediately, soft and eager in his arms, and soon Baron began to regret embracing her in the middle of the sidewalk.
Not that he didn’t enjoy it, but there were some physical consequences to being this close to her that were better dealt with in private.
“Baron,” she said eventually, pulling out of the kiss flushed and breathless. She slid her hands from the back of his neck to fist in his shirt.
“Hmm,” he murmured, trying to keep from rubbing his groin against her middle or something else inappropriate on a city street.
“Maybe we don’t need the ice cream.”
His lips parted, unable to believe that she might be suggesting what had seemed so impossible only a few minutes ago.
“We can’t go back to my place, of course,” she said, appearing as reluctant to pull away from him as he was her. “But...but if there’s somewhere else.”
He nodded over her shoulder. “There’s a good hotel—across the street. If that wouldn’t be too...” he trailed off, not sure how to articulate his concern.
She laughed. “Too sleazy? It doesn’t look sleazy at all. And it’s in a very convenient location.”
Baron had to use all of his control to not appear absurdly grateful for this turn of events.
“So,” Leila finished, so beautiful, tender, and provocative he couldn’t believe she was the girl he’d known all those years ago, “why don’t we get a room?”
***
Baron couldn’t focus much on details as they walked across the street to the hotel, checked into a room, and made their way up to the top floor. Leila was warmly funny—making the occasional ironic joke that Baron thought might be prompted by a little self-consciousness.
She was definitely more relaxed than he was, though.
Baron was excited—physically and emotionally.  He tried to convince himself that there was no sense in inflating one sexual encounter way out of proportion. He’d never taken sex seriously before.
But he couldn’t help but feel like this might mean something.
And he really didn’t want to blow it.
When they stopped in front of the door to the room, he looked at the key card to determine which way to slide it through the reader and told himself to pull it together.
He was good at sex. He’d always been good at sex.
His focus disintegrated completely when he felt one of Leila’s arms slide around his waist and then felt her lips at the base of his skull.
His whole body tightened in response.
“Uh, Leila?” he began.
She chuckled. “Sorry,” she murmured, belying her words by mouthing a line from the back of his neck and toward his jaw. “You just looked so intent and focused. Had to make sure you were into this and not mentally working out your next corporate takeover.”
As she’d been mouthing him, one of Baron’s hands had lifted to tangle in her hair. Now, he cupped the back of her head and studied her face, suddenly understanding that she wasn’t just teasing him. She’d genuinely been concerned he was thinking of something else.
Smothering a laugh over how far that was from the truth, he pushed her against the wall of the hallway and said thickly, “I was intent and focused on you.” Then he kissed her hard.
She moaned against his mouth, fisting the back of his shirt in both of her hands. Her body was so soft, so passionate, that Baron couldn’t pull away.
His own body leapt into full arousal, and he rubbed his groin against her belly, deepening the kiss even further. She squirmed in response, trapped between his body and the wall.
A glimmer of logic edged into the hot haze of his mind, reminding him that they needed to get out of the hallway. He pulled back slightly, but Leila wouldn’t release him. And she was stroking his chest and gently tugging on his lips with hers as he tried—four times before he was successful—to unlock the door.
His mind roared with arousal, need, and excitement, drowning out the earlier nerves. They stumbled through the elegantly appointed room until they reached the bed and fell into it without breaking their heated embrace, before either of them could do more than kick off their shoes.
Baron was desperately relieved. Not just because he was finally about to claim what he’d wanted for so long, but also because they were beyond any talk, any awkwardness, any potential vulnerability that might stretch him even more than he’d already been stretched today.
He was speechless anyway—totally caught up in the feel of Leila’s lush body against his, her hands touching him, caressing him, clutching at him, her lips, her tongue, her intoxicating warmth.
She was so different from any other woman he’d ever taken to bed. He used to have sex to escape, to chase a thrill, or to break the infinite sameness of his days.
But this was real. It was Leila. And he wasn’t sure he’d be able to remain in control of it.
When another thread of anxiety spiraled up at that thought, Baron pulled away from her mouth and stared up at her, gasping to catch his breath.
She was astride him, and they’d somehow managed to take off her sweater so she was clad in her jeans and an emerald green bra. At the interruption, she grinned down at him, flushed and sincere and utterly Leila. “What is it? Don’t tell me you don’t have any condoms. Because I swear to God I’ll go down the hall banging on doors until I find one.”
A laugh in response took Baron by surprise. Something more than arousal swelling up inside him now, he pulled her down into another kiss. “I have condoms,” he said, each word punctuated by another kiss.
He rolled her over onto her back, adjusting his weight so he could slide off her jeans. Her body was fair and small—but not delicate or flimsy. His erection throbbed in his pants as he stared down at the swell of her breasts and the curve of her hips, masked only by a little lace and satin.
“Hey,” she said, tilting his head so he had to look at her face and not her body. “Didn’t anyone tell you it’s rude to stare?”
Baron gave a huff of laughter, realizing that she was actually self-conscious about his looking at her body. “Then you shouldn’t tempt me to stare by looking so incredibly gorgeous.”
She smiled up at him, her hair surrounding her face in messy waves. “Oh. I bought the bra-and-panty-set for you, you know. Glad it wasn’t money wasted.”
The roar of need and desire in his head grew even louder and—having no adequate way to respond to her admission—he leaned into another kiss. This time, when their lips tore apart, he kissed his way down her neck to her breasts.
She gasped and shuddered as he suckled her nipple through the bra. Her fingers clawed at his neck and held his head in place.
Intoxicated by how eager she was, Baron slid one hand down between her legs. The thin satin of her panties was damp, and he caressed her through the fabric as he continued to mouth her breast. Astoundingly soon, her body tightened palpably beneath him.
“Oh, God,” she gasped. “Baron!” One of her legs had lifted and bent until her heel was digging into his back.
His head roared and his vision blurred as he worked her up into climax, pushing her over the edge with a nip of her tightened nipple—prompted more from instinct than any remembered skill.
Her fingernails broke the skin of his neck as she came, shaking and moaning under his fingers and mouth.
“Oh, God, thank you,” Leila said hoarsely, smiling up at him, as genuine as ever, when he finally released her breast. “You’re really good at that.”
Baron couldn’t help but smile back, although the ache of his arousal and the roar in his head made it hard for him to think at all.
Before he could make his lust-fogged mind work enough to respond, she continued, “Now why do you have on so many clothes?”
She quickly took care of this inequity by tugging his shirt off over his head, but Baron distracted her before she could start working on his pants.
He was horribly afraid that, as soon as he took off his pants, he would only have a small window before he would lose it completely.
And he couldn’t lose it too soon. He had to make sure he pleased her enough.
He wasn’t going to ruin his chance with her.
So he kissed her again, managing to unhook her bra and slide off her panties in the process.
“Baron,” she said breathlessly, her hands stroking the bare skin of his back. “I’m ready... we can—” Her words broke off with a ragged cry of pleasure as he nipped at one of her bare nipples.
He nibbled his way lower down her body, kissing her belly as he stroked her thighs, loving the feel of her soft, firm flesh.
“Baron,” she gasped, as his mouth lowered even further, “You don’t have to—oh God!” Her last exclamation was prompted by his flicking his tongue over her intimate flesh.
He slid his finger inside her, amazed by how wet she was, how much she wanted him. Then he used two fingers to stroke her inner walls as he pleasured her with his mouth.
Leila’s responses grew more and more intense as he worked—her body jerking and tensing and her gasps transforming to sounds like sobs. Her responses felt so much more real than anything Baron had ever experienced in bed.
He was used to practiced moves, artificial dirty talk, and vying for control, but Leila was real, sincere, generous, letting herself go with utter abandon.
He’d never experienced anything like it, and his tenuous control threatened to snap. Not just from the scent, feel, and taste of her but from the realization of how much pleasure he was giving her.
She came again, even harder than before, her legs tightening over his shoulders, her body arching and shuddering.
He was hot, tense, and desperately hard when her body relaxed beneath him. He wondered if he had enough control left to bring her to one more climax.
“Baron,” Leila rasped, her fingers tightening on his shoulder in an obvious indication for him to raise himself up over her again. “That’s enough,” she murmured, meeting his eyes, “I want you. I just want you.”
Baron’s throat ached as he processed the words, realized she knew what he’d been trying to do and wouldn’t have it.
On this recognition, his body reacted in such a way that he wouldn’t have been able to last much longer, even if he’d wanted to.
Together, they managed to take off the rest of his clothes and roll on the condom he fumbled out of his pocket.
He tried to think of something to say as he positioned himself between her legs. He opened his mouth but no words came out.
Leila smiled up at him—her affection palpable, irresistible. He thought she would say something, but instead she pulled him down into another kiss.
He wasn’t used to kissing much during sex, but once he started kissing Leila he couldn’t stop.
So they were kissing as he slid himself inside her. And they were kissing as he started to move his hips with instinctive rhythm. And they were still kissing as he felt the beginnings of a climax building deeply inside him.
He tore his lips away as he realized he was going to come too soon. He tried to slow the pumping of his hips, tried to pull himself back into control.
“No,” Leila gasped, her legs wrapped high around his back, her hips moving to his motion. “Don’t slow down. Please, please.”
Baron groaned and buried his face in the hollow of her neck. His body built back up to the primitive, hungry motion he needed, and he heard himself say thickly, “Damn, Leila. You feel so good. So good.”
She whimpered in response and grabbed his head to pull him up into another kiss. The roar in his head, the throb of his body, and the rhythm of his basest need broke the final threads of his control.
He gave himself over to Leila, to who she was and who he was with her—to all of his needs finding their answer in her warmth and strength and desire for him.
He was able to hold on long enough for Leila to cry out his name and shake beneath him, her fingernails digging lines down his back. Then the rush overtook him, and he was conscious of making a rough, primitive sound of satisfaction as he came.
He felt boneless after the waves of pleasure finally past, and he collapsed on top of her for a moment, gathering her against him. Her hands softened on his back, stroking instead of clawing. She murmured out wordless sounds that were both satisfied and comforting.
Another thread of fear spiraled up as he realized how completely he was under her spell. He dragged himself up, hating how cold his skin felt when it parted from hers and how weak his body still felt.
“Y’okay?” she mumbled, looking rumpled, drowsy, and deliciously sated. She clung to his shoulders as he carefully withdrew from her body.
“Yeah,” he said, not meeting her eyes. “Let me just take care of this.”
He spent longer in the bathroom than he needed, splashing water on his face and trying to pull himself together.
Leila was snuggled up under the covers when he came out. He never got back in bed with a woman. He always just got dressed and left. Even with Molly, with whom he’d had the longest relationship in the past, that was nearly always what he’d done.
Part of him wanted to do that now. It was easier. It was safer. He knew it would hurt Leila, though. It would destroy any chance he had with her.
So, feeling stiff and awkward, he got back into bed.
Leila rolled on her side so she was facing him. She was smiling—her warm, bright, Leila-like smile—and appeared entirely relaxed. “You know what?” she said.
Her natural expression and tone allowed him to relax too. This was Leila. He knew her. They hadn’t suddenly morphed into different people, however unfamiliar this was to Baron. “What?” he asked. He was lying on his back, the covers pushed down to his waist, but his head was turned toward Leila.
“I think this is the only time I’ve ever checked into a hotel just to have sex. Can you believe it?”
The majority of Baron’s sexual encounters had happened in hotels. Safe. Impersonal. Easily cleaned up afterwards. With the exception of that year with Molly, sex had always happened in hotels. “I can believe it,” he told her honestly.
She made a face, teasing but affectionate. Then she scooted over toward him. She curled up at his side, putting her head on his shoulder.
He wrapped his arm around her, feeling ridiculous for even hesitating as he felt her soft against him.
“Don’t let me go to sleep,” she said. “I don’t want to get home too late.”
“All right.” He stroked her tangled hair and heard her sigh with pleasure in response. He realized then that she wanted this, wanted to be close to him. And he would have been unforgivably selfish if he’d pulled away from her as he’d been tempted to earlier.
She deserved so much better than him.
“I’m not any good at this,” he admitted, reflecting his thoughts rather than the conversation.
“Well,” Leila murmured provocatively, “after three orgasms and probably the best sex of my life, you’ll understand if I beg to differ.”
“I meant—”
“I know what you meant,” she interrupted, her tone shifting into something that matched his own mood. “And I’m not sure anyone is really good at it.”
They were silent for a long stretch of time. Then Leila gently kissed his bare chest, as if in response to everything he’d been struggling with this evening.
And she murmured words he needed to hear. “Baron, you’re doing just fine.”
 

Nine
Leila felt rather hassled as she frantically chopped vegetables, trying to pull something decent together for supper while also picking up the living room and helping the girls with their spelling words.
Baron was coming over for dinner in about ten minutes, and she wasn’t even close to ready for him.
After their first night together, Leila finally started to believe that it wasn’t too dangerous to invest in the relationship for real, to not hold back as much as she could. So the last month had been a whirlwind as she tried to grow accustomed to dating Baron James.
 “When will he be here, Mommy?” Charlotte called from the living room.
Leila laid down her knife and walked into the other room, picking up some books and a doll-shoe from the floor as she did. “Pretty soon,” she told the girls, who were kneeling on the floor beside the coffee table, working on their spelling sheets. “Try to finish up your homework so you’ll be done when he gets here.”
Leila preferred for the girls to eat early, since it made the evenings easier and allowed plenty of time for them to be ready for their bedtime. But Baron couldn’t get away from work that early, so everything had been pushed back.
“I’m almost done,” Jane informed them, her eyes never straying from her paper.
“Good. Charlotte will be done soon too. Then we can eat with Mr. Baron.”
Leila grabbed a coffee mug from that morning from a side table and swept a bunch of random papers into a pile that she stuffed in a drawer. Then she hurried back into the kitchen. She stared at her pile of chopped peppers, zucchini, mushrooms, onions, garlic and tomatoes and then grabbed a big pan and put it on the stovetop to heat. She’d already put pasta on to boil, and she’d bought some fresh bread and a bottle of wine on her way home from work.
So all she needed was some sort of sauce to make the vegetables work with the pasta.
Leila stared desperately into her pantry, hoping inspiration would materialize out of the chaos of bottles and boxes.
She really should have planned ahead.
As she was mulling over her problem, she heard a knock on the front door. Then a squeal and the scamper of feet told her that Charlotte and Jane had gone to let Baron in.
Closing her pantry in disgust, she peeked into the living room to see the girls giving Baron a hug. He still looked a little stiff at this sign of affection, but he was slowly getting used to it.
Leila’s chest ached with tenderness as she watched. It was so incredibly sweet how Baron was learning to relate to the girls.
He glanced over Jane’s fair head to meet Leila’s eyes. He smiled and his dark eyes softened.
Leila smiled back rather foolishly. She was still amazed that he would appear so happy to see her. Her. Leila.
Nothing special in any way.
“I’m a bit of a mess today,” Leila told him, “but I’ll have things together in a few minutes.” Her voice changing, she added, “Girls, finish your homework. Then you can hang out with Mr. Baron.”
The girls responded with the predictable grumbling, but they didn’t stage a revolt. So, as they went back to their work on the coffee table, Baron followed Leila into the kitchen.
As she opened up the pantry again, he slid an arm around her and leaned into a soft kiss. “Hi,” he said with a smile.
Leila smiled back at him, conscious that her expression must be overly fatuous. “Hi.”
Baron glanced around her messy kitchen, his gaze noticing every detail and flawlessly putting the pieces together of her hurried preparation and half-orchestrated attempts at meal planning. “You seem to have a lot going on in here.”
Leila groaned. “It’s a mess! I know. And I don’t even know what kind of sauce or dressing to make for the pasta.”
Baron eyed the contents of her pantry, his mind immediately focused on the problem at hand. He was lean and gorgeous, with his dark head and business suit. His sophistication and cool efficiency looked woefully out of place in her sloppy kitchen, but he calmly grabbed the balsamic vinegar and a collection of herbs and spices from her pantry as if it were something he did every day.
Leila just watched mesmerized as he sautéed and glazed the vegetables with the balsamic vinegar and then tossed them together with the pasta.
Feeling a swell of amused affection, she gave him a sloppy kiss on the jaw as he stood to admire his creation. “Sometimes,” she murmured, “you drive me absolutely insane.”
He turned to her with surprise and then saw that her expression was teasing. “Same to you,” he said.
Then he kissed her again.
They were interrupted by giggling from the entryway of the kitchen.
When Leila pulled away from Baron and turned, she saw Charlotte laughing openly and Jane trying to hide her giggles behind her hand. “Yes, we were kissing,” Leila said matter-of-factly, straightening her glasses, although she was honestly a little embarrassed about being caught. “Big deal.”
The girls just giggled again.
“Did you finish your spelling sheets?” Leila asked, hoping to change the subject.
“Yes,” Jane said earnestly. “I finished mine first. Mr. Baron, do you like to kiss Mommy?”
He blinked. “Evidently.”
“Daddy used to kiss Mommy,” Charlotte chimed in, looking incongruously angelic in her pink knit dress and pink ribbons in her ponytails.
“We talked about this, girls, remember?” Leila said, hoping they weren’t going to create a scenario where Baron would feel awkward.
“Yes,” Jane said with a patient sigh. “Mr. Baron and Mommy are dating. We don’t know what will happen later. So we have to take things slow.”
“That’s right,” Leila affirmed, her cheeks warming at having her carefully measured conversations with the girls laid open this way.
“Do you like to take things slow, Mr. Baron?” Charlotte inquired.
Talk about being put on the spot. Leila opened her mouth to run interference, but Baron answered before she could. “Everyone likes to take things slow sometimes.”
The girl frowned. “Not me.”
“Sure you do,” he replied. “Remember last week when you were learning that new game?”
“Chess,” Jane piped up. “Yes, Charlotte was very slow at playing chess.”
Before Charlotte could express her indignation over this comment, Baron went on, “Everyone takes it slow if they’re not sure about the rules or if they don’t know how to do something well.”
The girls meditated on this truth as Leila hurriedly set the table. “Let’s sit down, girls. Supper's ready.”
Dinner went well, the spontaneous meal a success, although Jane turned up her nose at the mushrooms and Charlotte refused to eat the zucchini. The conversation transitioned to school—as Baron expressed surprise over their having homework to do at their age. Jane explained gravely that only little girls didn’t have homework. Since they were big now, they sometimes had sheets to fill in at home.
Then the girls asked Baron about his work, and Leila had some private giggles as he tried to explain business dealings at a six-year-old level.
When they finished, Leila got up to make the sundaes for dessert. At first, she was too distracted to listen to the conversation at the dinner table. But then a stray comment caught her attention, so she listened in as she worked.
“But the army couldn’t get into the castle, could it?” Jane asked breathlessly.
“Sometimes it could,” Baron replied, his voice mild and non-condescending. He still spoke to the girls like they were on his level. “Armies might have enormous machines—battering rams—to break down the gates. Or they might be able to climb over the walls. But it was hard because the soldiers of the castle would fight to keep them out.”
“So did they give up and go home?” That was Charlotte.
“Only if they were a weak army. If they couldn’t get through the castle walls, then sometimes they would surround the castle and camp out—bivouac—for weeks and months, so the people inside couldn’t come out to get any food or supplies.”
“So they’d starve!” Jane gasped.
“Well, if the ruler of the castle was smart, he would have a lot of supplies already inside the walls, so his people could live inside even with the other army outside.”
“How did they get water?”
“They would have wells inside the castle. But sometimes the invading army would lay siege for too long, and the castle would have to come out and surrender, because they ran out of supplies.”
Leila smiled sappily as she listened to this earnest, informative conversation. If things worked out for her and Baron, the girls would soon become experts in history.
She could think of a lot worse things for them to be.
She brought the sundaes out, and the girls shared with her everything they’d learned about castles. They also informed her that they needed to have a water well inside their castle, and much effort was spent in deciding how best to add this feature.
Before Leila could believe it, it was after nine o’clock. And Leila had to tell the girls that they needed to get ready for bed.
“I brought a book for you,” Baron said, before they could expression their deep disappointment about being sent away from all the fun. “If you get ready for bed quickly, then I can read it to you.”
This was all the prompting they needed. Leila and Baron cleared up the dishes while the girls got in their pajamas, washed their faces, and brushed their teeth.
The book was a gorgeous hardback about a dog who lived in a castle, with incredibly detailed drawings and a fun story. They all piled on the couch to read it, and then Leila took the girls into bed.
She was tired but absurdly happy when she shut the door to their bedroom softly and went back into the living room to find Baron.
He was still sitting on the sofa, staring at a message on his phone.
His expression was stoic, unreadable, but she knew something was wrong. His mood had changed, even in the time it had taken her to get the girls to bed.
She sat down next to him on the couch. “What is it?” she asked, putting on hand on his knee. Her giddy mood dissipated in concern over the defensive set of his shoulders and the frozen look in his eyes.
He didn’t respond. It took him a long time to even turn his eyes away from the screen of his phone.
“Baron, are you all right?” Her chest ached in sympathy, since she could see so clearly that he was hurting. She wanted to hug him but was afraid he’d pull away.
“Yeah.” He cleared his throat and put his phone back in his pocket. “I’m fine.”
She didn’t believe him, and she knew only one thing that could abruptly transform his mood like this. He was often stressed by work, sometimes so stressed she was sure it was unhealthy, but he’d been relaxed this evening, enjoying himself and interacting easily with the girls.
Something must have happened with his brother.
Unable to resist comforting him somehow, she scooted over on the sofa to press herself against his side, folding up her legs as she did. She stroked his belly, leaned her head on his shoulder, and forced herself not to ask for details.
If she pushed, he would just withdraw.
After a long stretch of silence, Baron turned his head to press a kiss into her hair. Then he adjusted to wrap an arm around her.
She relaxed against him, something easing in her chest at this sign of his accepting her comfort. He was warm, and strong, and he smelled absolutely delicious. But sometimes he was as impenetrable as a marble statue.
“The girls wanted to know,” Leila murmured, breaking the tension with a change of subject, “what kind of food they should stockpile in their castle in case of invasion by a bivouacking army. They thought bread, peanut butter, jelly, and ice cream should be the fundamentals.”
Baron chuckled, a little distractedly. “Always good to be prepared.”
He idly stroked her thigh with his fingers, and she cuddled against him and squeezed his side. She didn’t ask, didn’t push for what she was dying to know.
“I can’t—” Baron’s voice broke slightly so he started again. “I can’t seem to find a way to come out ahead with my brother.”
Leila kept her body relaxed, made no sign of surprise or relief or reaction to his admission—even though it meant so much to her. “In anything in particular?” she asked softly.
Baron let out a hoarse sigh, almost a groan. “In anything, I guess. But right now he’s contesting the will.”
“What? On what grounds?” She was unable to keep her voice from reflecting her surprise. 
“Undue influence.”
“But that’s ridiculous. He wouldn’t have a case.”
“Not to win, no. No one thinks he can win. But he can try. He can hold up everything indefinitely.”
 “Does he want into James Coffee?”
“No. He wants nothing to do with the company. He never has. He wants a share in the rest of Dad’s assets.”
“And you don’t want to give it to him?”
“I offered money and a share of the company just after Dad died. Dad and I were trying to find him and get him to come back home last year, and then a few months ago I tried to…to connect with him again. He completely refused. He doesn’t want to be family. I really wonder if he’s just doing this to be spiteful, rather than because he really hopes he can win.”
“He’s such an ass.”
“I know.”
Leila reflected on this for a minute, realizing this was in Steven’s character. Even as a boy, he’d always waged futile wars, merely to cause trouble. “Could you give him something just to get him off your back?”
Baron gave a half-shrug. “I could, but I don’t know if he’d take it. And I’m not about to let him win. You have no idea how much he hurt Dad.”
She knew he’d hurt Baron too. A lot.
“Oh, Baron,” Leila breathed, pushing a kiss into his shirt. “I’m sorry.”
His arm tightened around her, but he didn’t answer.
She paused, fighting an internal battle over whether to ask the next question. She finally determined it was worth the risk. “What caused the big blow-up that caused him to leave?”
Baron didn’t answer for a long time. Then he finally said, “My dad was old-fashioned. I was the older son, and he always had me in mind to succeed him. He wanted Steven to have a place too, but Steven wouldn’t accept anything but being top-dog. It finally just exploded. Honestly, I’m not sure my dad always treated him…” His voice trailed off.
“Oh. I understand. So he’s taking it out on you, the way he always did.”
“I guess. It’s always been a battle between us, and it never seems to ends. That’s just who we are. I was stupid to think we could ever be family.”
“I wish I could help.
He turned his head to kiss her more fully, but it was tender more than erotic. “I know you do. Thank you.”
“So what are we going to do about your brother?” Leila was never as good at puzzle-solving as Baron, and her mind spun futilely over possible scenarios she eventually rejected as unworkable.
Baron gave her an odd look that turned into an almost poignant smile. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But we’ll think of something.”
***
“Now don’t stay awake too long whispering,” Leila said, giving Charlotte and Jane a final kiss goodnight a week later. 
“We won’t,” Charlotte said earnestly, obviously believing what she said to be true, at least for the moment. “Mommy, can Mr. Baron read us another story?”
“No, sweetie. He already read you two stories. It’s time to go to sleep.”
Charlotte frowned but didn’t grumble. Jane, however, popped her head up. “Mommy, are you going to marry Mr. Baron?”
Leila swallowed hard. She’d hoped to delay this kind of conversation for a little longer. Or a lot longer. “We’ve talked about this, remember? Mr. Baron and I are dating, but we don’t know what will happen later on.”
“I think he wants to,” Jane added. “He likes to be around us.”
“Of course he does,” Leila said with a smile, stroking the blond hair off her daughter’s face. “Who wouldn’t like to be around you and Charlotte?”
Charlotte giggled. “Would he be our Daddy if he marries you, Mommy?”
“No, baby. Your Daddy will always be your Daddy.”
“But Daddy doesn’t want to be with us the way Mr. Baron does. He didn’t come when he was supposed to and now we can't go there for Thanksgiving.” Jane was frowning, as if she were trying to think all of these complicated matters through.
“I know that's hard,” Leila said, choosing her words quickly and as carefully as she could. “Your Daddy just has a lot going on right now. He loves both of you so much, and he is very sad not to have Thanksgiving with you.”
She was lying, of course, but those were the kinds of lies she had to tell. For her daughters’ sake. Not her ex-husband’s.
“I guess,” Charlotte said with a dramatic sigh. “I hope Mr. Baron never has a lot going on like Daddy does. I don’t want him to go away.”
“I don’t want him to go away either,” Leila admitted with a little lump in her throat. “But he does have a lot going on, and we have to be very patient and take things slow, just like I said before.”
“Okay,” Jane said.
“I hate taking things slow,” mumbled Charlotte.
Leila couldn’t help but chuckle as she gave them both one more kiss. Then she turned on their nightlight, turned off the other lights in the room, and gently pulled the door closed as she left.
She felt a little off-kilter as she walked down the hall and found Baron at the dining room table, tapping out a message on his smart phone.
He’d worked all day, even though it was a Saturday, and he’d just come over for dinner with them. But he looked almost domestic now, in bare feet with a half-drunk glass of lemonade on the table beside him.
He glanced up when she entered and smiled at her.
She smiled back.
“Do you think they’ll sleep?”
“Yeah. They’re tired.” She nodded toward his phone. “Anything important?”
He shook his head. “Just clearing out some email.”
She was walking over toward him as he stood up. For a moment, they just stared at each other. Baron looked exhausted. He worked too hard. He was under too much pressure. Sometimes Leila was so scared for him, knowing how hard he was trying to do about ten people’s jobs.
Just because his father had done everything himself didn’t mean Baron had to as well. But he shut down any attempt of hers to suggest he delegate some of the work.
“Do you want to stay tonight?” she asked, almost surprised when she heard herself ask the question.
Baron’s eyes were sharp and observant on her face. “Are you sure?”
She nodded, her heart racing for no particular reason. “Yeah. If you want. I’d...I’d like you to.”
“The girls...”
“They’re in bed. They’ll be okay.”
“I don’t want to confuse them. I can leave early tomorrow before they get up.”
She liked that idea, but only because it would save her a potentially awkward conversation tomorrow. “You can if you want, but you don’t have to.”
Baron’s lips tilted up slightly. “I’ll leave early.”
She grinned up at him, feeling happy now and a little bit foolish. “It’s still kind of early. Are you ready for bed yet?”
“Actually, I’d like to take a shower, if that’s all right.”
“Of course. You can use the shower in my bedroom.” She gave an exaggerated sniff. “You do seem a little...ripe.”
He gave her an unpleasant look while she snickered at her own joke.
While he was showering, Leila lounged on her bed and pulled out her tablet to check her email. But before she even pulled it up, her phone rang.
When she saw Rick’s number on the screen, she was tempted not to answer, but she overcame that immature impulse and picked up the call on the second ring.
It was not a good conversation, and the knowledge that Baron was just beyond the bathroom door made her even curter with her ex-husband than she normally would have been.
Her impatience rose quickly, and when she heard the shower turn off, she snapped out in a low voice, “Listen, Rick. You’re the one who canceled on their Thanksgiving plans. You don’t get to have the girls for Christmas. I don’t care how much you want to impress your girlfriend with your daddy act.”
She wished she hadn’t let the last comment slip out. It sounded bitter and petty, and she didn’t like to think of herself that way.
She interrupted Rick’s objection by saying, “The answer is no. We’d arranged for them to be with me for Christmas. I’ve already made plans, and I’m not going to change them at this point.”
She was sitting up on the bed ramrod straight and almost shaking with annoyance. When she saw the bathroom door start to open, she said, “We can talk about it later if you want, but I’m not going to change my mind.”
Returning Rick’s reply with a brusque, “Goodbye,” Leila disconnected the call.
Baron stood in the doorway of the bathroom with a towel slung around his waist.
Trying to brush away the unpleasant conversation, she gave him an exaggerated leer. “Don’t you look good enough to eat.” He did. His body was gorgeous, the strong lines and rippling muscles masculine and powerful and incredibly sexy.
He frowned, his eyebrows drawn together. “What was that?”
Leila made a dismissive gesture and placed her phone on the nightstand. “Nothing. I’m trying to decide whether I need a shower too.”
Baron’s frown deepened. “You aren’t going to tell me about the phone call?”
Feeling irritable and jittery, Leila wished he would just let it go. “It was nothing. Just an annoying talk with my ex. Nothing important.”
“It obviously bothered you.” He came into the room and sat down on the side of the bed, the towel sliding dangerously low on his hips. “What’s going on?”
“Nothing. It’s just...nothing.” She got off the bed. “I think I am going to take a shower. Do you mind?”
He didn’t answer. Just stared at her with that same frown.
“I’ll be quick.”
She closed the bathroom door behind her with a sigh. Baron wasn’t happy with her, but she just didn’t want to get into all of that with him.
It upset her. And embarrassed her a little—made her feel self-conscious about how stupid she’d been to fall for Rick to begin with. Things were going so well between her and Baron and the girls, and she didn’t want anything connected to her ex-husband to get in the way.
The stuff with Rick was high-maintenance, and she was trying hard to be low-maintenance with Baron.
He had enough high-maintenance stuff to deal with already.
She took a quick shower without getting her hair wet. Then she dried off and pulled on a pair of cotton pajama pants and a white tank top.
She’d been thinking of wearing something sexy, but now she wasn’t in the mood.
Baron was working on his phone again when she came out of the bathroom, but he immediately laid it aside and turned around to face her.
He didn’t speak. Just looked at her with that same frown.
She let out an exasperated sigh. “Come on, Baron. It’s not a big deal. Can’t you just drop it?”
“Maybe it’s not a big deal, but I’d like to know what’s going on. Or at least why you feel you can’t tell me about it.”
He was annoyed now. She could tell by the chill in his voice. He didn’t get flustered and irritable like she did. He just got cold.
“You don’t have to get grumpy about it,” she complained, slumping down onto the bed. “It’s just my ex being an ass. It’s nothing for you to worry about.”
Baron just looked at her.
“Fine,” she groaned, relenting, not having the energy to be as stubborn as he was. “He wants the girls for Christmas.”
Baron’s expression changed. His frown grew darker. “He can’t do that.”
“I know! I told him that. But he’s acting all pouty, like he never gets to see them. But he was the one who didn't come visit them here when he was supposed to, and he was the one who canceled Thanksgiving with them.  Now he’s trying to guilt me about not letting them go.”
“You have nothing to feel guilty about. If you’d arranged to have the girls for Christmas, then you shouldn’t have to rearrange all your plans just because he changed his mind.”
“I’m not going to rearrange my plans. I’m not about to give them up for Christmas just so he can...” She trailed off, wishing she hadn’t started that thought.
“So he can what?”
When she didn’t answer right away, he gave her that look again. She made a face at him. “Has anyone ever told you you’re obnoxiously stubborn?”
To her surprise, he let out a breathy laugh. “Not to my face.”
His amused, affectionate tone eased a lot of her jittery angst. She leaned against the pillows and smiled at him. He was still looking quite yummy, dressed in nothing but the towel.
“Why do you think he wants the girls for Christmas?” he asked.
“I don’t know, but I think he wants to act all domestic with his new girlfriend.”
“You don’t think he really wants to spend time with them?” His tone was matter-of-fact—not accusatory or incredulous.
“I don’t know. I just don’t know. Maybe he does, but it seems so easy for him to just turn off his interest in them. They’re my whole world. I can’t imagine life without them. While he seems to function fine without them, only wanting them when it’s convenient for him.”
Baron didn’t respond. Just moved beside her so he was lounging against the pillows on the bed too.
“How can he not want to be around them all the time?” she asked hoarsely, finding it impossible to imagine and hating Rick for even the possibility of his not loving her babies the way he should.
“He’s an idiot.”
She turned to look at Baron with a jerk of her head. He was glaring at a spot in the air like he could wring its neck.
For some reason, the fact that Baron was obviously so irate at Rick’s failures as a father eased the tension in Leila’s chest.
Baron was just as baffled and just as angry at the thought of anyone not appreciating the girls as she was.
He loved them.
Thinking back, she realized that not once since he’d met Jane and Charlotte had Baron not done what he told them he would do, not shown up when they were expecting him, not followed through on his word.
Baron might not have any experience in healthy relationships, but he understood commitment. It was part of who he was.
And to think she had assumed he’d become some kind of heartless playboy who would only ever use women like trash.
She crawled under the covers and then leaned over to kiss his jaw. “Are you ready for bed?”
“Yeah,” Baron said, reaching over to the lamp on the nightstand. “I’m kind of tired.”
“Me too.” She turned off her light too.
As he pulled up the covers and reached out for her, he asked thickly, “How tired are you?”
She found the edge of his towel and pulled it off under the sheet. “Not that tired.”
He rolled on top of her and they kissed for a while. Then they made love in slow, needy silence. And as she arched beneath him, coming in shudders and gasps, she had to bite her lip to keep from saying what wasn’t quite ready to be spoken aloud.
As she lay tangled with him afterwards, warm and comforted and replete, she peered up at his face in the dark. He wasn’t smiling but his eyes were soft.
“Hi,” she said, rather stupidly.
He laughed softly, stroking her back and bottom with his palm. “Hi.”
She shifted to get more comfortable in his arms.
“Why wouldn’t you tell me about the phone call earlier?”
Leila adjusted again, this time from a different kind of discomfort. “I don’t know. It just makes me feel...icky. Talking about Rick to you.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. It’s just embarrassing or something. That whole part of my life still feels like a mess.”
“And you think I wouldn’t understand part of your life being a mess?”
“No,” she said quickly, “I didn’t mean that. I just...” There was no way to adequately explain it because the feeling wasn’t rational.
The truth was simply this. Sometimes she worried that, if she was too high-maintenance, if she brought too many of her problems, too much of her mess into her relationship with Baron, it would be too much for him and he would just go away.
It wasn't rational, but she sometimes felt that way.
So she told him again, “I’m sorry. I’ll try to do better.”
When he didn’t reply, she checked his expression in the dark. He’d had a long day of work today, and he was trying to deal with this thing with his brother. She hated to think that she’d added to his stress with her little insecurities and hang-ups about her ex.
She couldn’t read his expression, so she asked, “Are you disappointed with me?”
Baron laughed again and leaned over to kiss her. “Yes,” he said, his tender tone belying his words. “Terribly disappointed.”
Leila laughed too and curled up against him. He was naked and incredibly warm, and she felt drowsy and content. She was almost sure he felt the same.
She wondered if it was too early to hope, to dream, that they could always go to sleep together like this.

 
Ten
 
Baron woke up hard.
It wasn't an unusual situation, although it wasn’t a daily occurrence the way it been when he was younger. Now, sex was often the last thing on his mind when he opened his eyes in the morning.
But this morning he woke up hard.
It was dark in Leila’s room, and he could see by the bedside clock that it wasn’t even six yet. Leila was still asleep beside him.
When he turned his head toward her, he could see her face in the dim light. She was curled up on her side, her hair tangled around her face and her eyelashes fanned out across her skin. As his eyes adjusted more, he could see the curve of her hip beneath the covers and the swell of her breasts through her thin tank top.
She’d worn a pair of flannel pajamas to bed, since winter had come full-force to Boston, just in time for Thanksgiving, but Leila must have gotten overly warm in the night and taken off the flannel top.
She was a very active sleeper, he’d discovered in the last few weeks since he’d started occasionally spending the night with her. One night he’d been jarred awake by a fist on the side of his head, as she’d flailed her arm in her sleep and accidentally punched him. She was lying still at the moment, her legs drawn up toward her middle and her arms pressed tightly against her chest.
Baron closed his eyes to see if he could doze off again, but the pressure of his groin was too great a distraction. Maybe Leila would wake up soon and help him do something about it.
It had been a week and a half since they’d had sex last. Baron had been traveling for work the weekend before, and when he’d returned, Leila had been swallowed up in papers to grade, which evidently put her in a very bad mood. They’d argued for the last couple of days—mostly about stupid things—and they’d both been too tired to have sex yesterday evening.
“Your stare is disturbing my slumbers,” Leila said, not opening her eyes despite her words.
“Then maybe you should consider waking up.”
“Don’t wanna,” she mumbled, curling up in a tighter ball. “Today’s the first morning of Thanksgiving break. Wanna sleep.”
Baron smiled at her stubborn attempt to remain asleep, when it was obvious that she was waking up. “I can think of another way to celebrate the beginning of your break.”
Leila groaned, her eyes still tightly shut, and reached out to blindly feel down his chest and belly, fumbling until she found his erection beneath his thin pajama pants.
Baron’s breath hitched with undisguised pleasure when she squeezed.
“Oh,” she said, still not opening her eyes. Her lips quivered in suppressed amusement. “Have fun with that.”
Then she turned over onto her other side and curled up again, this time with her back to him.
If he hadn’t seen the quiver of her lips, he might not have pushed, but he had seen it. He wasn’t at all convinced by her ostensible rejection.
He scooted over in the bed until he was pressed up against her back, pushing his arousal against her soft ass.
“Baron,” she grumbled half-heartedly, “I’m sleeping.”
“Are you?” He stroked her belly, slowly sliding his palm up to cup her breast, where he leisurely fondled the nipple.
He felt a ripple of satisfaction run through him when she gave a throaty moan of response.
Encouraged, he continued to stroke and caress her. And, after a few minutes of work, she was shifting and then squirming in his arms.
Finally, she opened her eyes. “That’s cheating, you sneaky bastard.” Her voice was unabashedly fond.
Baron smiled when she turned her head over her shoulder to kiss him.
He’d been pressing his erection into her ass, and he was doing his best to restrain his need to thrust and not intensify his rhythmic pushes in too demanding a way.
But he really hoped she was ready for sex.
“Okay,” she said, reaching behind her to stroke his face with gentle fingers. “This might be a reasonable way to celebrate Thanksgiving break.”
Baron tried to chuckle, although it came out as more of a groan of relief. His body was tense now, vibrating with arousal. “Glad you feel that way.”
"Not as good as sleeping, of course."
They fumbled with their clothes until they were both naked and spooning again. Then Baron was finally able to push into her from behind.
Her hand reached back to clutch at his neck urgently, and they rocked together in a hungry rhythm.
Baron loved how soft and pliant and shuddering she was in his arms—loved her naked gasps of pleasure and the tight, hot grip of her around him.
It was still early morning, and they weren’t loud, rough, or frantic. But soon their urgency took on momentum, and they were both breathless and shaking. Baron reached around Leila’s body until he could fumble at her intimate folds, rubbing her off until she arched back against him, gasping his name as she came.
Baron let himself go too as he felt the rhythmic spasms of her climax.
He'd grown soft again when he finally slipped out of her. Leila’s breathing had evened out, and her body had relaxed so much he wondered if she’d actually gone back to sleep.
“That was good,” she mumbled, reaching back to stroke his face again. “Excellent way to begin break.”
Baron laughed softly. Kissed her on the cheekbone, which was the closest to her mouth he could reach. Then he slipped out of bed, feeling hot and sticky and in need of a shower.
He showered quickly, trying not to think of all the work he needed to do today. Every morning, the bleak thought of his schedule—every single minute planned out with more work—made him vaguely ill.
He pulled on his clothes from the day before, mentally composing the first email he needed to write when he got to the office as he came back into Leila’s room.
To his surprise, she was sitting up in bed, the covers rumpled around her. She’d put her pajamas back on, and she was frowning at him.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, immediately recognizing that her frown was prompted by something he’d done.
“Are you leaving?”
“Yes. I need to head back to my place and change clothes before work.”
“You don’t always have to leave before the girls get up, you know.”
“I know.” Baron glanced at the clock. He really didn’t want to have this discussion this morning. “But I’ve got a lot of work to do.”
“I was hoping maybe you could take the day off and spend it with us, since the girls and I don’t have school.”
Baron let out a thick exhale, torn in several different directions at once. He liked to spend as much time with them as he could, but he was already in work mode, readying himself for the day. He automatically glanced at his watch, although that told him nothing he didn’t already know. “Why didn’t you ask about it before?”
Leila’s shoulders drooped. “I’m sorry. I just thought of it. I know you have a ton to do. I shouldn’t have just expected you to drop everything like that.”
Now Baron felt guilty for hurting her feelings, which made his voice colder than it should have been. “If it’s important...”
“It’s not important. I’m sorry. Really. I didn’t mean to make you feel guilty. It was just a passing thought.”
She looked genuinely distressed, so he had to assume she was speaking the truth. She wasn’t trying to lay a guilt-trip on him. She’d just had an idea she thought was good, and he hadn’t jumped on board like she’d hoped.
“I can’t take the day off. I have too much to do.” He quickly sorted through what he could remember of the day MaryAnn had scheduled out for him. “But we could go out to breakfast, if you want.” His tone lifted at the end, making the words a question.
Leila beamed at him, her face transformed by the sunny smile. The transformation always seemed like a miracle to him—like all the light had suddenly come on in the world—and he couldn’t help but smile back now. “That would be great," she said. "Are you sure?”
He nodded, forcing himself not to glance at his watch again and not to think of MaryAnn’s appalled face when he called her in a minute to tell her he would be late to work.
No wonder his parents’ marriage had been a flop. There was no way someone could commit to this kind of work schedule and also commit to building a relationship.
***
Jane woke up while Leila and Baron were both at the dining room table, drinking coffee and doing email on their respective laptops.
Jane wore a pair of purple pajamas, fuzzy slippers, and tangled blond hair. She looked sleepy and a little grumpy, but her expression changed when she saw Baron.
“Mr. Baron!” she exclaimed, running over to lean against his shoulder. “You’re here!”
“I’m here. Good morning.”
“Hi, Mommy,” Jane mumbled, leaning over to kiss Leila. “Is Mr. Baron going to play with us today?”
“He’s going to take us all out for breakfast,” Leila said, stroking her daughter’s messy hair.
“Oh!”
“Why don’t you wake Charlotte up? Then you both can hurry and get dressed.”
Jane immediately ran into the bedroom, and in less than ten minutes both girls were dressed in their favorite red and purple corduroy dresses.
Charlotte was holding Baron’s hand as they left the building, while Jane was gripping Leila’s hand and telling them all what kind of pancakes she wanted for breakfast.
Baron felt a ridiculous thrill of belonging and possession. As if, for the first time he could remember, he was actually part of a family.
Like this woman and these girls could really be his.
“Daddy!” Charlotte cried out of the blue, pulling her hand out of his as she stared across the street at the dark-haired man who was getting out of an SUV.
“Daddy!” Jane gasped, clasping her hands together with a look of absolute joy.
Baron stared at the approaching man—tall, broad-shouldered, well-dressed and smoothly confident—and then looked quickly over to Leila’s face.
Her expression was dumbfounded. “Rick?”
Something tightened and revolted in his chest as Baron watched Charlotte and Jane run down the sidewalk with squeals of delight to be swept up and hugged tightly by their father.
Baron pressed his lips together and tried to control a surge of resentment, so intense it momentarily blurred over his vision.
What the hell was Leila’s ass of an ex-husband doing here?
***
Rick was about the same height as Baron and about the same breadth across the shoulders. But, long ago, Baron had realized that a man’s physical stature had little to do with authority or intimidation.
Baron did wish he wasn't still wearing yesterday's clothes. His dress shirt and black trousers weren't dirty or wrinkled, but Baron felt less than polished this morning—and that wasn't the way he would have preferred to confront Leila's ex-husband for the first time.
After he returned the girls to the sidewalk, Rick greeted Leila with a kiss on the cheek—an obnoxiously possessive one, in Baron's opinion—and then reached a hand out to Baron with an easy grin. "Rick Luther."
Baron shook the man’s hand with the cool civility he usually reserved for unpleasant business associates. He didn’t give his name. He assumed Rick would know who he was.
“I’d heard that Baron James was spending time with my family,” Rick said, in a laidback, conversational tone that Baron was sure was put on intentionally. “But I didn’t expect to run into you.”
Baron didn’t dignify that comment with a response, although the "my family" comment made him want to bristle. Instead, he just nodded and did his best to hide his rising anger, so he wouldn’t upset the girls, who were happily clinging on either side of their father.
“What are you doing here?” Leila demanded, her expression conveying both confusion and an underlying annoyance.
Irrationally, Baron was gratified that Leila was just as displeased to see Rick as he was.
“It had been too long since I’d seen my girls,” Rick said, ruffling both Jane’s and Charlotte’s hair at the same time. “So I made a special trip.”
“How long will you be here, Daddy?” Charlotte said, her entire little body wriggling with excitement.
“Let’s talk about that later,” Leila interrupted, much to Baron's relief. He could well imagine how the conversation might have gone otherwise, which would have made it difficult to keep Rick from staying through Thanksgiving, since the girls would be counting on it. “We were just on our way to breakfast.”
“Then I’ll come along,” Rick said. “Where are we going?”
Baron controlled his response to such an extent that the only sign of his anger was a brief clench of his fist. He knew exactly what Rick was doing. He could read every sign. He knew the calculated purpose of the man's casually possessive pronouns, his pseudo-natural presumptuousness about his welcome, and his subtle maneuvering.
But he couldn’t draw his own weapons in response—not with Leila looking so helplessly disoriented and the girls so innocently happy.
“Um, yeah,” Leila said, darting a quick look at him. “I guess that’s all right. We’re just going down the block to get pancakes. Is that okay, Baron?”
He appreciated the question—as it clearly gave him a foothold, a claim in the situation. Until the girls were out of earshot, however, his ability to respond to Rick appropriately was limited. “He can come if he wants,” he said, pitching his voice to make it clear his interest in Rick’s doings was minimal. He glanced down at Charlotte. “What kind of pancakes are you going to get, Charlotte?”
The question successfully changed the flow of the conversation, and the girls’ happy babbling dominated the discussion as they walked down the block and got a table at the neighborhood diner.
Baron was starting to feel better—more in control of the situation—as they were shown their booth. Leila obviously didn't want Rick around, so between the two of them they could handle it.
But then the girls got into a little squabble over who would get to sit next to Rick.
It hurt.
However irrational and however trivial it should have been, the fact that the girls would rather sit next to their father—despite how unworthy the man was of their affection—than next to Baron really hurt.
For the last few months, Baron had been the man the girls had wanted to be around the most.
He gave a little jerk of surprise when he felt a hand on his knee. Glancing over, he saw that Leila was watching him with both tenderness and anxiety as she gently squeezed his knee.
Baron gave her a small smile—his chest unclenching a little at this sign of her affection, this sign that she knew what he was feeling, that she cared about him.
Then he turned back to Rick and saw the man was watching them closely.
“We missed you, Daddy,” Jane said, patting her father on the arm. “We wanted you to come visit us before when you were supposed to.”
“I know,” Rick said. “I wish I could have, but I couldn’t help it.”
Baron closed his eyes briefly, disguising his expression. He simply couldn’t imagine a man who had daughters as remarkable as Charlotte and Jane but didn’t move heaven and earth to spend as much time with them as he could.
Of course, this was the same man who’d cheated on Leila. On Leila.
The thought of Rick screwing some other woman when he’d had Leila as his wife, Leila in his bed, raised Baron’s ire to such an extent that he had to fight not to clench his fists.
“Mr. Baron?” The childish voice broke through his brooding reverie. “Are you mad?”
Baron released a long, slow breath. Everything in his nature was screaming at him to use this opportunity to grind Rick into dust beneath his heel, for everything he’d done to Leila and the girls. For all of the reasons Baron despised him.
But he looked into Jane’s wide eyes and saw anxiety there. He couldn’t do it. “I’m not mad,” he assured her, almost surprised when he sounded mostly convincing.
“You aren’t?” Jane asked, looking from Leila to Baron with obvious concern.
“No,” Baron said, just a little hoarsely. “I’m not mad. Did I look grumpy? It's probably just because I’m hungry.”
He sighed with relief when the pancakes came just at the moment, halting the flow of the conversation. Jane had to focus on cutting her stack into neat little squares, but she hadn't completely forgotten her worry. When she darted a quick assessing look up at his face, Baron smiled at her, his eyes as soft as he could make them.
Then he reached his fork across the table and said, “I think I need some of your pancakes.”
Jane squealed in objection and tried to parry his fork with her own. After a teasing scuffle, she acquiesced to give him a neat little square of pancake.
“You can have a bite of mine too,” Charlotte volunteered, offering him her own pancakes, which were haphazardly sliced and drowning in syrup.
Baron reached over and forked a piece of her pancakes off too, knowing she'd be hurt if he left her out. Then he tried to swallow the bite without gagging on the overabundance of syrup.
“So what have my cupcakes been up to lately?” Rick asked, in an obvious attempt to switch the attention back to himself. The other man's expression appeared genuinely fond as he looked down at the girls. He did seem to care for them—at least, when he was around them.
“Ooh!” Charlotte exclaimed. “We’ve been playing Therm-o-ply!”
Rick blinked. “What now?”
“Therm-o-po-ly,” Jane pronounced, speaking slowly as if her father was a little dense. “Mr. Baron taught us.”
“He did? And how do you play that?”
The girls spent the next several minutes explaining the rules of the game.
Then Charlotte, who’d just cut off a big piece of pancake and stuffed it into her mouth, exclaimed, “And Mr. Baron made us a castle!”
Rick blinked again. “He made a castle?”
This prompting led to several more minutes of enthusiastic descriptions of the castle, the drawbridge, the moat, the fire-breathing sea monster, the horses, the flags, and the turret.
“And one time he came with us to see the dinosaurs,” Charlotte added, licking syrup off her fingers.
“Use your napkin, sweetie,” Leila said softly.  She’d been mostly quiet as the girls spoke, but she’d scooted a little closer to Baron so her thigh was now pressed against his.
“And he got us the castle book, don’t forget,” Jane chimed in, leaning over her father’s chest to see her sister.
“And he saved me from the tree!” Charlotte cried, her voice lifting in decibels dramatically as she remember this fundamental piece of information.
“Yeah, he rescued Charlotte from the tree!”
Rick met Baron’s eyes over the table, an obvious challenge in his expression, although his voice was still light. “It seems like Mr. Baron has been spending a lot of time with you.”
“Of course, he has,” Leila put in, her brow lowering.
“Not all the time like we want. Sometimes he goes out with Mommy by herself. Sometimes he has to work,” Jane said, frowning as her sober explanation made her think about past disappointments. “And so he can’t come over to see us or Mommy. But Mommy says we’re not supposed to complain or tell him we’re sad when he can’t come, so he doesn't feel bad.”
Baron, whose tension had been easing as the conversation progressed and the girls’ affection for him was so obviously displayed, parted his lips at this last bit and barely managed to keep from asking for verification of what Jane had just said.
Just a little thing. A thoughtless comment by a six-year-old girl.
But he couldn’t remember the last time someone had been sad because he wasn’t around.
***
Baron had been worried that, after the unexpected morning, he wouldn’t be able to focus on work for the rest of the day. But he actually got a lot accomplished, and for once he didn’t finish the day with a headache. He had to reschedule a meeting to leave as early as he’d planned, but he pretended to not to hear MaryAnn’s murmured comments about that.
He stopped to pick up dinner at a local bistro for him and Leila, her favorite salad with grilled chicken, pecans, dried cranberries, and balsamic strawberries.
Rick was spending the afternoon with the girls, and they were due back by seven-thirty. So, after they ate dinner, Baron worked on his laptop while Leila lounged on the couch and read.
At least, she was supposed to be reading, but as it got closer and closer to seven-thirty, Baron noticed her getting restless—watching the clock and glancing toward the window. At forty minutes after seven, when Rick and the girls still hadn’t arrived, Baron saw that Leila was staring at her book blankly. She hadn’t turned the page in ten minutes, and her face had paled a little.
“It’s just a power play,” Baron said quietly. “He’s pushing the limit on purpose. They’ll be here soon.”
Her expression twisted. “Are you sure?”
“Yes. He didn’t like that you didn’t drop everything to suit his agenda or offer to let him stay for Thanksgiving. This is just a gesture toward his independence. If he even thought about taking the girls...” He trailed off, not wanting his sudden surge of violence to worry Leila.
She knew what he’d been going to say anyway. “You’d hunt him down and destroy him. I know that. I don’t like to think of myself as a violent person, but I’d probably want you to...” This time she trailed off. Then she pulled herself together with a shake of her head.
“He wouldn’t take the girls, Leila. You know that, right?”
He despised Rick—the man was selfish and thoughtless—but Baron’s well-honed instincts about men like Rick made him certain that the other man wouldn’t try something so cruel and so incredibly stupid.
“Yeah,” Leila said with a hitch in her throat. “I do. He’s an ass, but he’s not that kind of an ass.” She looked a little sheepish. “I was just overreacting.”
“Perfectly natural.”
With a teasing lift of her mouth, she complained, “Well, you don’t have to look so calm and superior. You occasionally overreact yourself, you know.”
Baron chuckled. “Me? Never.”
Leila laughed with him for a moment, but then her eyes strayed back to the window. “So you really think it’s just a power play?”
Absurdly, Baron felt a little boost to his pride over the fact Leila was looking to him for advice about this. She always seemed to know what she was doing as a mother—and Baron obviously had no parenting skill or experience at all—so it was nice that he could help her feel better about this at least. “Yes. That’s what it is. I know men like Rick. He’ll probably show up about twenty minutes late—not late enough to be a real problem but also not when he was told to arrive.”
“Is that what you would do?” Her eyes were soft and fond.
“Maybe. In another situation—if I felt like someone was trying to undercut me. But I wouldn’t do it with the girls, and I certainly wouldn’t do it to you.”
Leila put down her book and walked over to squeeze into the big chair in which Baron was sitting. Since there wasn’t enough room for both of them, she ended up mostly on his lap.
Baron had to put down his laptop, but that was hardly a sacrifice.
She wrapped her arms around his neck. “I know you wouldn’t,” she murmured. “You really are the sweetest man in the world—did you know that?”
Baron couldn’t help but respond to her obvious affection, but his dignity necessitated his clearing his throat. “Uh, maybe we can find a more appropriate word for me than ‘sweet’.”
She laughed huskily against his neck. “Oh. What about adorable?”
“Try again.”
“Endearing?”
“Leila, really.”
“Lovable?” She gave him a sloppy kiss on the jaw.
“That’s a little better,” he replied with an exaggerated sigh. “But it still sounds like something one would call a kitten.”
“Hmm.” She was shifting in his lap, and her soft curves were doing wonderful, torturous things to his body. “How about this? You’re the most handsome, powerful, brilliant, thoughtful, masculine, sexy, and incredible man in the world.”
Baron captured her mouth and kissed her hungrily. Then he murmured against her lips, “I can live with that.”
Their interlude didn’t last any longer because familiar, childish laughter could be heard from outside the front door.
Baron looked at the clock. 7:50 exactly.
Leila poked him hard in the ribs. “Don’t gloat.”
 
 

 
Eleven
 
A week later, Leila was straddling Baron’s lap in the back of his fancy chauffeured car, rubbing herself against his obvious arousal as he mouthed her breast through her silk blouse.
It had begun very innocently as a short lunch date, since it was one of the few times Baron had a free moment in his schedule all week. Then he’d expressed appreciation for her new suit, with its fitted jacket and sexy pencil skirt. He’d also liked the pearls and the very high heels she wore.
But it wasn’t until she told him that she was also wearing old-fashioned thigh-high stockings that things started to spiral out of control.
Leila was really turned on, and the fact that it was just after one-thirty on a Wednesday afternoon in a moving car in the middle of downtown Boston made her even hotter.
Baron was flushed and hard, slouched down in the seat with his jacket pushed off his shoulders and a glazed look in his eyes. She loved to see him like that—was still amazed that she had the ability to get such a powerful man into such a state.
Even after so many weeks, the sexual aspect of their relationship felt new to her. And unfamiliar. And exciting.
She arched back on Baron’s lap, letting her head tilt backward as she tried to catch her breath. Her hair had been secured in the chignon she felt worked most appropriately with her outfit, but Baron had pushed his fingers through it, pulling the clips out and causing the waves to fall down her back.
“Leila,” he asked thickly, his fingers tightening in the flesh of her bottom. “What do you want to do?”
She gasped out a laugh and leaned forward again, sliding her lips wetly toward his ear. “What do you think?”
“Thank God,” he groaned in absolute relief, causing her to giggle again.
Their course decided on, Leila helped him undo his pants and free his erection. Then she positioned herself above him, moved aside her panties, and carefully sheathed him with her body.
They both moaned on the penetration.
She leaned her head down to kiss him as they rocked together, pleasure and emotion rising inside her together. She loved how he felt—not just inside her but against her, beside her, with her.
She couldn’t believe she was making love to Baron James in the back of a car, hidden from the world and the driver by nothing more than some tinted windows.
She couldn’t believe he wanted to be part of her life.
“Damn, Leila,” he muttered, when she tore out of the kiss and started to ride him. “You’re beautiful. Incredible.”
Her cheeks flushed with pleasure and effort as she clung to his shoulders. She tried to keep her motion slow and rhythmic, but the urgency of her desire was too strong. She rode him harder, chasing the building pleasure—as intoxicated by the way he responded to her as she was by the way he made her body feel.
Soon, all she was conscious of was the heat and urgency of their coupling. His hot, hungry eyes, never leaving her face and her half-clothed form. His strong, clutching hands, gripping her body like she would slip away.  Her own intensifying gasps and grunts, too loud and helpless but impossible to silence as the sensations and need swallowed her up. His loosened tie. His glistening skin. The pencil skirt hiked up in an undignified bunch around her waist. The burn of her thighs and the dampness of her back.
And the full, delicious friction where they were joined.
She cried out, too loudly, as she came, her body shuddering and her spine arching back.
Baron stifled a rough exclamation as she tightened around him, and he jerked his head to the side with a twisted expression of effort.
She kept moving over him as she came down, expecting him to climax too. He didn’t. He reached up to grab her head and pull her down into another kiss. She whimpered against his mouth as the ripples of pleasure from her orgasm lingered.
Then he shifted his hand back to her bottom and started to guide her motion again, still hard inside her.
She tried to articulate the word “ambitious” so she could tease him a little, but it was a futile effort. All that came out was another moan of pleasure as the sensations started to build once more.
After she rode him eagerly for another minute, he moved his hand to rub her intimately, relying on her to keep her balance over him.
She cried out again at the intensified sensations from his massage, and her motion grew choppy and urgent. She came again after a moment. And the spirals of pleasure didn’t die away. She bounced clumsily as her body was bombarded with wave after wave of pleasure, and she was almost hoarse when Baron finally clutched her hips and started bucking up into her body, his control unleashed at last.
The fog of pleasure had cleared enough for her to watch as Baron’s face transformed with his release and to hear his guttural, unrestrained exclamation of pleasure.
He always came really hard, but the moment afterwards was even better. When he’d cling to her as if he needed her, his body completely relaxed and his arms holding her like she was precious.
Today, as she flopped hot, sweaty and exhausted on top of him, he gripped her just as tightly as ever.
Finally, she pulled off him and over into the seat beside him. Her body ached. Her beautiful suit was horribly wrinkled. Her top was damp on one breast from Baron’s mouth and damp on the back from her perspiration. And she was raw and too wet between the legs.
But still—it had been wonderful. She grinned at Baron foolishly and tried to straighten up her clothes.
He zipped himself up and chuckled at her expression. “You look a little worse for wear.”
“Well, so do you.” He did. And she couldn’t help but feel ridiculously proud that she had made him look so rumpled and hot and relaxed.
“I just have office hours this afternoon,” she added. “No one ever comes by. So I guess the wrinkled suit won’t matter.”
“It’s not that bad.” As the car pulled up outside James Hall on campus, he smiled at her fondly. “We’ll have to have lunch again this way soon.”
Leila laughed and leaned over to kiss him goodbye. “We’ll see about that. I know you’re busy this evening and all day tomorrow, but I’ll see you Friday to take the girls to the movies, right.”
“Right. I’ll call you tonight.”
She crawled out of the car, buttoning her jacket to hide the damp blouse and smoothing out some of the wrinkles in the skirt.
Then, feeling half-embarrassed and half-pleased with herself, she went up to her office, managing to avoid anyone she knew.
She got to her office and dropped her bag into the loveseat, walking over to the mirror to examine her appearance. Her hair was a mess. Her cheeks were bright red. Her lips looked a little swollen. And her clothes were very, very wrinkled.
It wouldn’t be too hard for someone to figure out what she’d just been doing. She decided to close her office door and pretend to not be there.
“I trust I’m not intruding,” a vaguely familiar voice came from the doorway of her office.
Leila gasped and whirled around, one of her hands flutteringly foolishly to her chest, like some innocent heroine in a Gothic novel.
Steven James stepped into her office, as slick and smug as ever, his dark eyes scarily observant.
“What are you doing here?” she demanded.
“Just paying a visit,” he explained, with a leisurely disinterest that belied whatever agenda had brought him here.
“What do you want?” She was amazed her voice was as steady and unbroken as it was, since her pulse raced and her breathing was rushed and painful.
For some reason, she was terrified by Steven’s presence here now.
“I believe I just explained,” he murmured, with a patience that was obviously put on. “I wanted to pay you a visit.”
“Stop tiptoeing around. Why are you paying me a visit?”
“I’ve never been one to tiptoe.” His eyes scanned her, from her tangled hair to her high-heeled pumps. “I’m glad to see you had a nice lunch with my brother.”
Leila’s cheeks burned, as there was no way to hide from him what she’d just been doing with Baron.
“I was surprised,” Steven continued. “I’ll admit I was surprised when I discovered he was dating you. I remember you as a child, of course, and I couldn’t imagine what he would see in the silly little girl I recall your being.”
The words were an insult—in almost every way. Leila shouldn’t have been surprised, but it had been a while since she’d been insulted so directly, right to her face. She just stared at the man, feeling disoriented and like this wasn’t really happening to her.
Something changed in Steven’s expression as his eyes crawled over her body again. “But you’ve changed,” he said, his voice slightly husky. "You don't look like a little girl anymore."
She’d seen that expression in Baron’s eyes, and she’d heard that note in Baron’s voice. And, with Baron, it aroused her, made her feel gorgeous and sexy.
With Steven, it just made her feel dirty.
“Say whatever you came here to say and get out of here,” Leila gritted out.
HE took a few steps closer to her. Leila had to fight not to step back. “I never understood why you had such an embarrassing crush on my brother. I was closer to your age.”
“I never even liked you.” She sucked in a breath and then regretted it, since the motion brought Steven’s attention to her breasts.
“You never considered it because you were always blinded by my brother. But it might be worth considering.” He smiled again and reached up to cup her face with his cool hand.
Leila stared at him, shocked beyond even reacting.
“Don’t pretend you’re not tempted,” Steven said.
Then he leaned down to kiss her, his lips sliding against hers, his tongue darting out.
The stunned fog in Leila’s brain took just a moment to clear. Then she realized exactly what was happening.
She tore herself away from him. Then pushed him away from her with a hard shove. “Bastard,” she hissed. “Don’t you ever touch me!”
Steven looked briefly surprised—although surely he couldn’t be so sure of himself that he couldn’t imagine she might have reacted that way. Then he laughed, as scary and disturbing a sound as she’d ever heard.
“Get out!” Leila rasped, holding on to as much dignity as she could. “Get out. Right now.”
Steven kept laughing but—to her infinite relief—he made his way toward the door. “We’ll be seeing each other soon. I’ll make sure of it.”
Before she could respond to this appropriately, he gave her an exaggerated nod, a mockery of civility. “It was, as always... a pleasure.”
He left before she could scream and throw something at him.
She ran over and slammed the door shut. Then she locked it. Then she rubbed her mouth violently with the back of her hand and tried to spit away the lingering feel of his kiss.
She leaned against the closed door, shuddering, gasping, and trying to think what to do.
Her first instinct was to call Baron. But telling him what his brother just did would enrage him. It would further stoke the fires between him and Steven. And that was a conflict that could end up hurting—even crushing—Baron.
Leila didn’t want to do that, but she couldn’t lie to him either.
So she closed her eyes and tried to decide what, and how, to tell Baron.
All his life, Steven had wanted anything that belonged to Baron. He’d taken it whenever he could, simply because it was Baron’s.
Maybe that was all this was about.
She certainly couldn’t think of anything else Steven had hoped to accomplish today.
***
“Can you read it again, please, Mommy?” Jane asked, adjusting in her bed and peering at the final page of the dog-in-the-castle book.
“No, sweetie. Just once tonight. You both need to get to sleep now.”
Charlotte let out a dramatic sigh, but she crawled out of Jane's bed, where they'd been reading the book with Leila, and into her bed without complaining. “Why do you have to see Mr. Baron right now, Mommy?” she asked, pulling the covers up to her chin.
Leila leaned over to kiss Jane. Then she leaned over to kiss Charlotte too. “I told you already. I need to talk to Mr. Baron, and sometimes it’s better to talk in person than on the phone.”
Leila hadn’t yet told Baron about his brother coming to her office that afternoon. It felt too awkward to explain over the phone. Baron seemed to have recognized that something was wrong because he offered to come over to her place that night, after his dinner meeting, but Leila had told him not too.
She didn’t want to have that particular conversation with the girls in the house. That much was true.
But she was also postponing the conversation for as long as possible. That much was cowardly.
So, over an early supper with the girls, she’d come to the reluctant decision that she should go over to Baron’s place that evening to talk. She’d been too nervous to call and too unsure of how to explain the visit, so she figured she’d just show up. His dinner meeting would be over by nine.
But first she had to put the girls to bed.
“Miss Martin is in the living room. If you need anything or get scared, she’ll be there to help you. I’ll be back as soon as I talk to Mr. Baron, but you should be asleep by then.”
"And you'll give him our card?" Charlotte confirmed.
"Yes. I'll give him your card. I have it in my purse." Leila kissed them both again, since they were so sweet and she loved them so much.
“Is it bad?” Jane asked, her green eyes wide and worried as Leila started to leave the room.
“Is what bad?”
“Is your talk with Mr. Baron bad?”
“Are you gonna break up with him, Mommy?” Charlotte asked.
“No, no,” Leila assured them, upset that they had somehow read her mood and were worried about it. “It’s nothing like that. It’s just that some things are important and so you go to talk about them in person. It’s nothing for you to worry about.”
She wasn’t sure they were convinced, but they didn’t ask any further questions.
Leila kissed them one last time and told Miss Martin she’d be back by midnight. Then she grabbed her purse and left the house before she changed her mind.
She took a cab, since parking would be difficult at Baron’s downtown building. On the drive over she smoothed her hair into a low ponytail and powdered her face. She was just wearing jeans, a stretchy t-shirt, and a fuzzy red hoodie. She wasn’t looking glamorous or sexy, but she supposed it didn’t really matter.
She was so, so scared about how Baron would react.
She was genuinely worried that Baron would be hurt by what she had to tell him, but it was more than that.
As selfish as it sounded, she was even more scared about how this might affect her relationship with him.
She knew Baron was trying. She knew all of this was new for him. She knew he wasn’t used to being in a real relationship. And she knew he was almost crippled by all the work and responsibility that had been dumped on him in the wake of his father’s death.
She was trying to think positively about things, but it was so hard not to expect the last straw to finally land, the one that would break the back of their relationship.
Things were going so well right now between Leila, Baron, and the girls, but this could easily be the last straw.
Leila swallowed over her nerves, hating Steven James with everything inside her but determined to deal with this problem in a mature and honest way.
After she paid the cabdriver, she got out in front of Baron’s building. She had to wait in the lobby until the doorman got permission for her to go up in the private elevator to his place.
She spent the whole elevator ride to the top breathing deeply and mentally rehearsing how she would begin her explanation.
When the elevator doors slid open, Baron was waiting for her in the foyer. He wore a white t-shirt, dark pants, and bare feet.
Leila’s heart clenched when she saw him.
“What’s the matter?” he asked, his expression and voice reflecting obvious concern, “Leila, what is it?”
She shook her head, ridiculously touched that he was so clearly worried about her. “Nothing. I mean, it’s nothing like that. I just had to talk to you. Sorry I didn’t call first. It’s late. I should have called.”
Baron shook his head and put his hand on her back to lead her into his apartment.
She’d never been to his place before, but it was exactly as she would have imagined it—sleek, glossy, polished, modern, incredibly expensive.
She liked the feel of his hand on her back, but it also made her feel weak and clingy. She moved away from his hand as they walked, trying not to make the move obvious.
She sat down in a black leather chair, and Baron sat down on the low sofa across from her. His expression had changed. It now looked guarded and closed.
Not a good sign.
Leila opened her mouth to begin but nothing came out. She cleared her throat. Tried again. “Baron,” she began. “I... I...”
“For God’s sake, Leila,” he interrupted roughly, something desperate suddenly awakening in his eyes. “Just say it. Are you trying to break up with me?”
Leila blinked. “No!” she burst out after a stunned moment. “No, of course not! Why would I break up with you?”
Baron’s face conveyed relief before he masked it. “I don’t know, but that’s what it felt like.”
Hating that she’d made him believe such a thing, even for a moment, she said, “I’m sorry. No, it's nothing like that. The girls thought I was breaking up with you too. What’s wrong with everyone? Am I crazy?”
Baron smiled for real at her rambling reply, but on her last words he looked a little confused. “Crazy?”
“Breaking up with you would be crazy,” she explained, a little embarrassed now. “And I’m not crazy, am I?”
He actually laughed. And the sound warmed her so much she got out of the chair and went to sit by him on the sofa. She leaned against him, sighing when he put his arm around her.
“I’m sorry, Baron. I’ve messed this whole thing up. I've gotten too uptight about this, but I'm nervous about it and..." She trailed off, seeing nothing worthwhile coming from trying to finish that incoherent sentence. "I do have to tell you something.”
“So tell me.” His body had tensed slightly beside her, but he didn’t pull away.
And maybe it was cowardly of her, but she stayed cuddled up beside him as she began, so she didn’t have to see his face as he heard her first words.
“Your brother came to my office after you dropped me off this afternoon.”
He tightened palpably against her. “What did he want?”
“I’m not exactly sure what he wanted. He didn’t say. He said he was just paying a visit. And obviously he was causing trouble of some kind, but his purpose wasn’t really clear. At least, not to me.”
Baron pulled away from her, which worried her at first, but he put his hands on her shoulders and turned her upper body so he could look into her face. “Leila,” he said, his voice deadly serious. “Baby, what did he say?”
She swallowed. “He made a few fake pleasantries about how he hoped he wasn’t intruding. Then he made some snide comments about my having lunch with you.”
Baron winced slightly, but he nodded for her to continue. His eyes were scarily focused. As focused as his brother’s always were.
“He said he was surprised that you were keeping company with me since he remembered me as a silly little girl. Obviously, he was insulting me, but I couldn’t really tell what the purpose was in it.”
Baron’s brows drew together. “I’m not sure either. What else did he say?”
This was the part that Leila really didn’t want to tell him. She dropped her eyes.
“Leila?” he prompted, raising her chin with his hand. “I know it’s going to be bad. Tell me what he said.”
“He got... he got offensive... in a different way. He leered at me and said something about how I wasn’t a little girl anymore.” When Baron sucked in a breath, Leila realized he hadn’t expected that. So she just blurted out the rest. “Then he said I never noticed him before but I should consider liking him now.”
Baron was frozen across from her, one of his hands still on her shoulder. She couldn’t read his expression. Didn’t really want to.
“There’s more. Tell me.”
She took a long shuddering breath and stared at her hands. “He... Oh, God, Baron, I’m so sorry. He tried to kiss me.”
When Baron didn’t reply for a long time, she darted her gaze up to check the expression in his eyes.
She had to turn away from what she saw there.
“I’m so sorry,” she said again, feeling like she might cry. “I’m sure he doesn’t have any interest in me, so it must just be a way of trying to get in between us—to hurt you or something. Or take away something you have.”
“I don’t know,” Baron said at last, his tone chilly and disturbing.
“You don’t know what?”
“He might have an interest in you. It wouldn’t surprise me. But he can’t have you.”
“Of course he can’t have me!” she exclaimed, so surprised she reached out to Baron and grabbed his hands. “I hate him. He disgusts me. I pushed him away. Hard.”
A ghost of a smile crossed Baron’s lips. “Did you?”
“Yes. He’s horrible. And I can’t stand that he tried to hurt you through me.”
Some of the shock had worn off in Baron's expression, and he was evidently able now to reflect more rationally on what she’d told him. “He wouldn’t have just been trying to hurt me.”
Leila opened her mouth to argue, but Baron shook his head and continued. “Yes, he might try to hurt me. But he’d have a motive beyond simply that. He was trying to accomplish something.”
She paused, thinking about what he’d said. “He couldn’t have thought I would actually... respond to him.” She took comfort in the fact that Baron hadn’t pulled his hands away from hers. In fact, he’d turned hers around so he was holding them.
“Maybe not. Although he’s so arrogant it’s hard to know for sure. But he was trying to gain a position of power with me in some way. That much is certain. I'm just not yet sure exactly how.”
“Well, he didn’t,” Leila said, her voice earnest and broken. “He didn't gain anything. He didn’t make any headway with you or me. He didn’t come between us.” She swallowed hard. “Did he?”
“No.”
She was almost crying now—more from an overflow of emotion than anything else. “I’m so sorry I had to tell you this, Baron. I’m so sorry about it. Is there anything I should do?”
“No,” he said, pulling his hands away. He looked a little closed off now. “I don’t think so.”
She sat in silence for a long time. She wanted to pull him against her, kiss him, comfort him, but she knew he’d pull away. “Please don’t let this mess everything up. Things were going so well. I thought... I thought we were... I thought you were...”
“Happy,” Baron finished for her. He wasn’t looking at her now. He was staring blankly at the air in front of him. “I was.”
“Baron, he doesn’t have the power to take that away from you. Please don’t let him.”
“I don't want him to,” he said, obviously thinking hard. He shook his head slightly as he spoke. “I just need to figure out what to do.”
“Baron, you can just ignore him. Pretend he doesn’t exist. That’s what you did when you were boys. This is exactly what he wants—to come in and mess things up for you. Don’t let him do it. Do you think you can... Do you think you can just walk away from him?”
Baron swallowed so hard she saw it in his throat. “I don’t know,” he said, the words barely a breath. “Can I?”
“I think you can.”
He seemed to shake himself off. “Maybe. I know you’re right about all of this, but I just need some time to process it.”
Leila understood. She felt a little rejected but she understood. “Do you want to be alone? I can stay—if you want me to.”
He considered this for longer than she’d expected, but he finally shook his head. “No. I don’t think so. Thank you.”
She stood up, feeling uncertain and worried and kind of silly. “Okay. Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”
Baron stood up too. Then he suddenly looked at her with intense scrutiny, his hand moving up to cup her face. Like his brother had earlier that day. But nothing like his brother at all. “Are you all right? I should have asked before. I know dealing with him couldn’t have been easy.”
“I’m fine. It was revolting. But I’m fine. I’m worried about you.”
“I know you are. Thank you.”
To her surprise, he leaned down to kiss her softly. “We’ll talk tomorrow. Thanks for coming over. For telling me.”
She felt a little better—like Baron, and their whole relationship, wasn’t about to fall apart completely. “You’re welcome.”
He walked her to the door, where he kissed her again.
“Oh,” she said, hardly believing she almost forgot. She pulled the construction-paper card out of her purse. “The girls made this for you this evening.”
Baron stared down at the folded paper. There was a crayon castle with two horses, four flags, and a king with armor and crown on the front. Inside, they’d written out in their best printing, “We think you are great, Mr. Baron. Thank you for everything. Charlotte and Jane.”
Baron stared down at the childish lettering for way too long.
Leila reached out and squeezed his forearm. “Don’t stay up all night brooding. All right?”
He looked up at her with a slightly dazed expression.
She kissed the corner of his mouth. “Good night, Baron.”
Leila left feeling much better than she had when she’d come. She was still worried about Baron, that he’d sit up all night drinking and brooding or that he’d go and beat his brother to a bloody pulp.
But he hadn’t exploded. He'd liked the girls’ card.
Leila couldn't help but think—couldn't help but hope—that if they could make it through this, maybe they could make it through everything.

 
Twelve
 
Baron didn’t sleep well.
He didn’t sleep at all.
He did exactly what Leila had told him not to do. He stayed up all night, drinking Scotch and brooding on his options in dealing with his brother.
So he felt like hell the following morning. He got to his office just as the sun was rising and attacked his email inbox until 8:15.
Leila’s office hours started at eight on Thursday mornings. She answered after only one ring. “Hey there. How are you?”
“I’m all right. How about you?” Mundane, routine words, but it meant something that she genuinely seemed to care.
“I’m tired and crabby and really don’t want to teach today.”
Baron’s head felt heavy and his eyes were overly dry, but he chuckled at her blunt confession. “I wouldn’t want to teach either. Thanks for coming over last night.”
“Of course.” She paused briefly. “Did you sleep at all?”
“Not much.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I’ve got six meetings scheduled back-to-back, starting at nine-thirty, so I guess that’s what I’ll do.”
“Oh. What about...?” Her voice trailed off, but he knew exactly what she was going to ask.
“I don’t know. I’m too angry now. If I confront him, it wouldn’t end well. And I don’t want a confrontation. I just want to...” This time, he was the one who trailed off. But he knew what he wanted to say.
He wanted to end it. He wanted to escape. He wanted to walk away from the battle unwounded.
He wasn’t sure it was possible.
“If you can walk away,” Leila said, as if she had read his mind, “that would be... good.”
He wanted to. He had to fight this one round regarding the will—he owed it to his father—but after that, he would try to walk away.
“Do you still want to go to the movie with us tomorrow night?” Leila asked.
The way he felt right now, trying to handle a children’s movie with Leila and the girls would be an Olympian feat.
He remembered that card the girls had made for him. How much the reminder that they cared about him had meant to him last night.
They would be really disappointed if he bailed on them.
So would Leila.
“Yeah, I’ll still go.”
“Good.” Something soft was evident in her voice, even over the phone. “I’m glad.”
“I’ll come over to your place around six tomorrow then.”
“Sounds good.” She added after a pause, “You can come over tonight if you want. Or, if you’d rather, I can ask my dad to stay with the girls, and I can come over to your place.”
Baron closed his eyes briefly. In some ways, the idea of spending the night in Leila’s arms was like a lifeline. But MaryAnn had packed about ten days’ worth of work into the next two.
 “Thanks,” he said, trying to make it clear he meant it. “But I think I’ll have to work most of this evening.”
“Okay.” It wasn’t clear from her voice whether her feelings were hurt by his rejection. “I’m here. If you need me.”
He hadn’t gotten any sleep last night. He’d drunk too much, and his head wasn’t as clear as it should be.
But none of that adequately excused the rasp in his voice as he answered, “Thank you.”
***
Baron saw MaryAnn’s face as he walked out of his office and past her desk at five-forty-five the following evening, and he knew he was in for a lecture.
“You’re not leaving already, are you?” She looked up at him from her desk chair.
“I’ve got plans this evening. I’ll be in first thing tomorrow morning.”
“Did you finish going over the—”
“I’ll finish them first thing tomorrow morning.” He tried very hard not to sound as frustrated as he felt.
“You also still need to return calls.” She handed him a ridiculously long list of messages she’d taken since lunch. “Some of these can’t wait until tomorrow. You understand, right, that if you don’t do your job, then the whole company comes to a screeching halt?”
Baron’s chest was starting to feel tight. He reached out for the list of calls to return. “Yes, I understand that. I’ll knock some of these out in the car on the way over.”
“You need to return the first eight on that list this evening.”
“Got it.” There was no way he could make eight calls in the time it took to drive over to Leila’s. Maybe he could step out of the movie for a short time to finish them up.
He took a deep breath around the tightness. “Have a good evening. Try not to work too late.”
He was walking away when a “Mr. James” from MaryAnn stopped him.
He paused and turned around, so she went on, “Your father poured his life into this company. It’s his legacy. It’s what he left for the world now that he’s gone. He was counting on you to preserve his legacy.”
The tightness moved into Baron’s throat. “I know that. I know that.”
“He always made whatever sacrifice was in the best interest of the company.”
“I know that,” Baron gritted out. One of those sacrifices had been time spent with his sons.
His father had told him when he was a boy that he needed to focus on priorities and let what wasn’t as important just slip away.
“He would expect you to do the same.”
“I know that too.”
He turned to leave, his lungs constricted to such a point that he literally couldn’t breathe.
He walked down the stairs instead of taking the elevator, and he could breathe again when he’d reached the bottom.
***
Baron only got three calls made before he reached Leila’s house.
Charlotte won the race to open the door at his knock, and she gave him a quick hug before relinquishing him to Jane, who had a number of questions about the eating habits of African elephants, prompted by the animated movie they were going to see.
Before they got too bogged down in the impending inquisition, Baron showed the girls the gifts he’d brought for them.
The girls squealed in joy and hauled their life-sized stuffed hounds into the house, instinctively understanding that they were to go in the castle to go hunting with the knights.
The girls dragged them down the hall, shouting for Mommy to come see.
Leila expressed appropriate admiration when she emerged from the bedroom, and she told the girls to hurry and put the dogs in the castle so they wouldn’t be late for the movie.
But she was frowning as she joined Baron in the living room. “They’re too expensive, Baron.”
He gave a half-shrug. “They’re just toys. They liked them.”
“I know they liked them, but they aren’t just trinkets. They must have cost a lot of money.”
The hound dogs had been absurdly expensive for toys, but that wasn’t something Baron even considered. “You know that’s not an issue with me.”
“It is for me.” Leila looked torn between tenderness and firmness. ”You don’t have to bring them presents every time you visit, Baron.”
He was a little uncomfortable with the conversation, and he couldn’t imagine why it was a big deal. “I want to.”
“It might be better if you don’t.”
Baron was surprised and disappointed by her reaction. He’d thought at least here, at Leila's, he wouldn’t have to worry about letting someone down. But he nodded briefly and didn’t argue.
Leila sighed and wrapped an arm around his neck, pulling him into a soft hug. “I’m sorry. I know you’ve had a bad week. I shouldn’t have brought it up today. I think it’s so great of you to treat my girls so amazingly.”
Baron put an arm around her waist, feeling a little less rebuffed. “I like them.”
Leila was smiling as she peered into his face. “I know you do. But you know you don’t have to keep buying them things to make them love you, don’t you?”
He blinked, taken aback by the question. He didn’t want to deal with this issue right now. He wasn’t sure he was emotionally equipped for it at the moment.
He realized that what he had to offer the girls was limited, and gift-giving was one of those things.
Leila stretched up to kiss him softly. “They already love you.”
 “I named my dog Hunter,” Jane announced, galloping back into the living room with Charlotte right behind her. “Charlotte was mad at first because she wanted that name, but then she decided her dog could be named Huntie.”
“Hunter and Huntie,” Baron said, managing with effort to keep a straight face. “Excellent choices.”
***
The movie theater was crowded, and they had to stand in line to get their tickets and then stand in line again to get the popcorn, soda, and candy combo that the girls had their hearts set on.
As they waited in the snack line, Leila decided she better use the restroom before the movie started, so Baron stood in line alone with Charlotte and Jane.
Jane was staring around wide-eyed at the crowds. Her hair was pulled into her usual ponytails, today wrapped in purple ribbons to match her purple and white outfit. When a little boy raced across the lobby and accidentally bumped into her, she stepped closer to Baron and reached up to take his hand.
She hadn’t even looked at him—just reached for him instinctively when she was nervous.
Charlotte had been waiting impatiently, her hands on her little hips, for the line that didn’t seem to move. With a huff, she flounced closer to Baron. “It’s taking forever!”
“It does seem to be a very slow line.”
“Mr. Baron,” Charlotte asked, leaning against him now. “Are you sad tonight?”
“Sad? No. Why would you say that?”
“You look sad.” Charlotte gave him a quick, tight hug around the waist. “I don’t want you to be sad.”
Emotion he just wasn’t used to buffeted Baron’s head and chest. “I’m not sad, sweetheart,” he said, putting a hand on her blond head. “I’m not.”
“Okay.” She grinned up at him then, her sudden smile as sunny as her mother’s. “The movie will be good and make you laugh.”
Baron smiled. Then glanced down at Jane on the other side of him. She was frowning.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“You didn’t call me ‘sweetheart’.”
Baron froze momentarily—trapped in a snare he had never predicted. He hadn’t even been conscious of using the endearment in his conversation with Charlotte.
He was saved from trying to extricate himself from this tangle by Leila’s arrival. “What’s wrong?” she asked, taking note of Jane’s hand in Baron’s and her frowning face.
“Mr. Baron called Charlotte ‘sweetheart’ but not me.”
Leila gave Baron a baffled look.
He responded with a helpless shrug.
“He was telling me he wasn’t sad,” Charlotte explained, as if this solved all the confusion. Then she turned to Baron. “Daddy sometimes calls us ‘cupcakes’. Two little cupcakes.”
Baron thought that was absolutely ridiculous, but he already had a very low opinion of the girls’ father.
“Finally!” Charlotte announced, when their turn in line arrived at last. She stepped forward to give her order to the bored woman behind the counter.
Seeing Jane was still frowning, Baron wondered if he should say something to make her feel better, but he couldn’t think of anything that wouldn’t make him feel like a fool.
He remembered—in such visceral detail that his stomach gave a painful twist—how he felt when his father had been too busy to spend any time with him, had told him not to bother him when he’d been a child and tried to ask him questions.
He remembered how he'd felt the other night when he'd gotten the card the girls made for him.
Baron gave one of Jane’s ponytails a little tug. “You’re a sweetheart too,” he told her, leaning down as he spoke and hoping no one else heard him say such a foolish thing.
Jane smiled up at him radiantly in response.
If Leila heard, she pretended not to.
***
The movie wasn’t as bad as he feared. It was cleverly written, with enough humor for adults to tolerate even though it was intended for children.
The girls behaved themselves very well, watching the screen with intent focus and laughing or gasping at all the right times. When it was over, they burst into a running commentary, seeking affirmation from Baron and Leila about everything that happened and didn’t happen in the movie.
The four of them fought their way through the madhouse of the theater lobby, caught in a conflicting stampede of moviegoers coming and going. Baron managed to carve out a path for them to the exit, and he was holding the door when a boy pushed through to exit the building before them.
Baron just gave the kid a silent glare and waited for Leila, Jane, and Charlotte to make their way out.
As they were heading to his car, idling at the curb in the best spot thanks to his excellent driver, Baron heard the mother of the pushy boy chiding him for his rudeness. “You pushed right in front of that family who was leaving,” the mother said.
It took Baron a moment to process—as Leila and the girls got into the back of his car—that the mother was talking about them.
As the girls chatted and giggled about the elephant antics in the film on the way home, Baron fell into silent distraction.
He wasn't part of this family.
He was just dating Leila, after all, and it was becoming increasingly clear that he would end up being the same kind of husband and father that his own father had been.
His brother was all the family he had left.
To shake that thought away, he pulled out his phone to see what he’d missed when he’d turned it off during the movie.
His chest tightened as he saw the number of missed calls.
He scrolled through them. MaryAnn. Howard. MaryAnn. A woman he was supposed to have called this evening but hadn’t gotten to yet. Howard. MaryAnn. MaryAnn. MaryAnn. MaryAnn.
Something must have happened. She didn’t call him like that without reason.
“Is everything all right?” Leila asked softly, evidently seeing something in his face.
“Yeah. Just work.”
“It’s Friday evening. Can’t you just keep the phone off?”
He swallowed over a familiar tightness. “I can’t. I’ll have to go back to work after I drop you all off.”
“What happened?”
“I don’t know. Something is always happening.”
 “I was hoping you could spend the night with us.”
She didn’t sound angry or resentful. She sounded disappointed.
Baron’s chest started to constrict.
He’d never been in a relationship like this. Not once in all his life. But he was learning they took a lot of work, time, emotional investment, commitment.
He didn’t have enough of any of those things. There wasn’t enough left of him to give to Leila and the girls what they deserved.
They’d end up with a man who could only give them crumbs, the way his own father had.
It suddenly became clear to Baron, sitting in the back of the car on his way back from an animated movie.
He’d seen a world he wanted from a distance growing up—Leila and Dave and their parents, the kind of happy family he’d never had.
He wasn’t ever going to have it. He had his brother, and he had his father’s legacy, and he had this company.
He was a James, and he had a lot, but that came with responsibilities and burdens. It came with certain things that just wouldn’t go away.
He had a lot. He couldn’t have everything.
***
“What’s wrong, Baron?” Leila asked.
The girls were in their room, playing with their castle and dogs before bed, and Baron had been about to leave to go back to the office.
He shook his head.
“Well, something’s wrong. I’m not an idiot, you know. Are you thinking about Steven?”
He looked down at her beautiful, concerned face, never wanting anything in his life more than he wanted her. But his world had already infected her. Steven had used her as a weapon against him. Baron couldn’t even go to a movie without being pulled away by work pressures.
It wasn’t ever going to stop.
“Baron, you’re scaring me. What’s going on? Did something happen with Steven?”
“No,” he managed to say. “It’s not Steven.”
“Oh.” She had her hands on his chest in a comforting gesture, but now they tightened into fists in his shirt. “Is it something else?”
He could see on her face that she had absolutely no idea. She just wanted to know so she could help.
“Yeah.”
“Is it…is it us?” She looked confused rather than anxious.
He took a slightly shaky breath. “Yeah.”
“Oh.” She’d obviously not expected an affirmative answer to her question. Her face paled as she processed his response. “I thought things were going well. I know it was upsetting about what Steven did, but there’s no reason to let it be a problem between us. Right?” Something had changed on her face, like she’d emotionally taken a step back.
“It’s not just that. It’s everything. I…I have too much to deal with right now, and I’m not sure the…the timing is right.”
“What do you mean?” Her shoulders had stiffened, but otherwise she hadn’t reacted.
He’d been afraid she’d look heartbroken or that she’d start to cry. He was sure she didn’t want them to break up. But she didn’t look broken at all—just oddly stiff and cool. “There’s so much going on in my life right now. I’m just not sure I have the emotional…the emotional energy to focus on a serious relationship.”
There. He’d said it. And it was absolutely the truth.
He just didn’t want to have said it. He didn’t want it to be the truth.
“Oh.” Her voice cracked on the one word, but she still wasn’t close to tears. She took a step back from him. “Oh.”
His chest tightened so dramatically he couldn’t breathe for a moment, but after this was over, he’d have less pressure, less responsibility, less to worry about. In the long run, it would help. “I’m sorry to do this.”
“I know.” She stared at a spot on the wall like she was frozen. “I guess I can understand.”
“It’s not you,” he said in a rush, as a wave of guilt overwhelmed him. “You know I think you’re great. You’re…amazing. It’s just bad timing.”
“Okay.” She finally met his eyes, and they looked so strange—their feeling masked in a way he didn’t recognize. “It’s fine. I mean, I’m a little disappointed, but it’s fine. I know how much you have going on in your life.” She paused. Then seemed to push herself into asking, “Are you sure it’s a good idea to make your whole life about work?”
For some reason, her question angered him. It wasn’t about work. It had never been about work. He’d thought she understood him better than that. It had always been about family. “My life isn’t all about work.”
His cold tone made her take another step back. “Okay. Sorry.” She cleared her throat. “Well, if you don’t think we can be serious, then we shouldn’t hang out at all. It would be too confusing for the girls.”
“I know.”
He did know that. He knew he couldn’t see her or the girls anymore. He’d known what it would mean.
But he’d thought it would matter more to Leila than it evidently did.
It felt like his heart was being gnawed out of his chest, but she looked…a little disappointed.
He hadn’t been sure when he’d started this conversation, but he was sure now.
“Okay. Well, thanks for everything.”
“Yeah. You too.” She stared up at him from behind her little glasses, and she held her shoulders with a stiff kind of pride.
Not the generous softness and intelligence that had always been her.
It felt like something was lost from the world.
Without thinking, he leaned down to kiss her but stopped himself just in time. “Take care, Leila.”
“You too.”
“Tell the girls…bye for me.”
“Of course.”
And that was it. He’d made his decision. His father would be proud.
Baron walked out of her door for the last time.

 
Thirteen
 
Leila managed to hold it together until she closed and locked the door behind Baron’s retreating form.
Then she stood for a moment, her back to the door, her entire body shaking with emotion, her forced composure slowly starting to crack.
When the reality of what happened finally slammed into her, she started to choke on silent sobs, bending at the waist from the weight of them.
She’d been stupid. Nothing but stupid. To believe Baron James would fit himself into the life of her and her girls for any length of time.
She’d known all along she needed to be careful, but she’d fallen for him anyway. She’d let herself believe.
She wasn’t any smarter than the twelve-year-old girl with braces who’d written him a sappy poem.
Now she’d have to deal with the consequences of her stupidity. And so would her girls.
The reminder of her daughters forced her to straighten up and breathe over the emotion that strangled her. She couldn’t break down. They were still awake.
She had to be a good mother to them.
She cleared her throat and went to their room, where she found them coloring on their table.
“You need to get to bed, girls.” Her voice sounded strange, but they didn’t seem to notice.
“We made a picture for Mr. Baron.” Charlotte held up a page on which they’d drawn two elephants and colored them with pink and red. “Can we give it to him?”
“He’s already left.” She almost lost it again at the thought of having to explain to her daughters that they wouldn’t see Mr. Baron again.
“Can you give it to him later?” Jane asked, handing the page to Leila.
“Okay. Now run brush your teeth, get in your pajamas, and get into bed. You have three minutes before I come in to kiss you goodnight, so let’s see if you can do everything that quick.”
Jumping to the challenge, the girls ran into the bathroom.
Leila took the colored page into the living room, staring down at the childish drawing she held in a shaking hand.
Suddenly, she was determined that Baron should have this. He should see—in concrete, crayoned detail—everything he was giving up.
He’d just left a minute ago. Maybe she could still catch him.
As she opened the door, she realized it was a silly thought. His driver would have been waiting at the curb. He’d be long gone by now.
She stepped outside anyway, just to check, and she was shocked to see the shiny black car still idling on the street.
Baron was on the phone, standing in front of the opened back door, obviously too distracted by his call to even get into the backseat.
She felt a sob rise in her throat at the sight.
He was so strong, so handsome. Everything about him was expensive. And he was so incredibly exhausted. She could see it in the hunch of his shoulders.
She wanted to love him. She wanted to take care of him. She wanted to help lighten his load.
But he would never let her.
His eyes widened as he saw her, and the hand holding his phone lowered slightly.
There was something strange about his expression, like he was expecting, waiting for something.
In a rush of realization, she knew what it was.
He thought she’d run after him to beg him to stay, to beg him not to leave her.
He thought she was that same girl who’d written him a poem.
She straightened her shoulders and controlled her expression. Then she calmly walked over to hand him the colored page. “The girls wanted to give you this.”
Her throat ached with each word, but she didn’t think he could tell.
She would never let him know how crushed she was, how much she’d hoped he might be hers.
She wasn’t that little girl anymore.
She should have known better than to build her hopes on an unattainable man, but at least she didn’t have to let anyone know she’d been so foolish.
Particularly not Baron.
He stared down at the picture, looking slightly dazed.
Then he looked up at her again.
She couldn’t stand that he was willing to turn his back on her and the girls, for no good reason that she could understand.
It felt wrong. It felt wrong in every way.
But it was his choice, and there was nothing she could do about it.
“I’ll let you get back to work,” she said, a rasp in her voice she couldn’t help.
Her back was straight, and steps were unrushed as she walked away from him.
She held her head high so the tears wouldn’t fall until she was safely inside.
***
She managed to get the girls to bed without completely falling apart, but then she got into the shower and broke down completely.
She sobbed for a long time, the water beating down on her skin. Afterwards, she got ready for bed and crawled under the covers, looking at the empty side of the bed where Baron should have been.
She’d told herself all along that she needed to be careful, that Baron wasn’t the kind of man who could be what she and the girls needed.
She wanted a stable, normal life for them, and he couldn’t offer her that.
She needed a man who was different than Rick, who would make different choices and have different priorities. And Baron was evidently not different enough.
She needed someone who would care about her and the girls more than anything else in his life.
Baron cared about her. And he cared about Jane and Charlotte. She was sure of it.
But he clearly didn’t care about them enough.
She tried to settle this reality in her head. The decision was made. There was no going back. In the long run, it was probably for the best.
But she kept thinking about him teasing her, building the castle with the girls, making love to her in the back of the car, holding hands with Jane at the movie theater earlier.
It felt like they’d been building a life.
And now that life was snuffed out.
She’d thought she’d cried enough in the shower, but the sobs rose up to choke her again.
“Mommy?”
The childish voice surprised her so much she jumped, turning over to see Jane standing in the doorway of her bedroom.
“What’s wrong, sweetie?” Leila managed to ask. “Can’t you sleep?”
“Mommy, why are you crying?”
“I’m not crying.” She was shaking helplessly, stifling the emotion she just couldn’t control. “There’s nothing for you to worry about.”
Jane came into the room and climbed into the bed. “I don’t want you to be sad, Mommy.”
“I’m not sad,” Leila lied, pulling her little girl into a hug. “Everything is fine.”
Everything wasn’t fine. The girls were going to have their hearts broken by another man. Just as painfully as hers was now.
And she had done it to them. Because she was still stupid.
She shook with more sobs that she tried desperately to control.
Jane squeezed her hard. “It’s okay, Mommy. Me and Charlotte love you. It’s going to be all right.”
The words were the same ones Leila always used when one of the girls was crying. There was no way to suppress the sobs now. Leila let herself go for just a minute.
She would be weak tonight, as long as she could be strong tomorrow.

 
Fourteen
 
Two weeks later, Baron was working late on another Friday evening.
He’d done nothing but work for the last fourteen days.
He was so tired he could barely keep his head up, but he didn’t dare try to sleep. When he closed his eyes, he would think about Leila and the girls, and that was simply an exercise in self-torture.
“Mr. James? Baron? Are you all right?”
Baron shook himself back into focus and met Howard’s eyes. The older man must have said something that Baron hadn’t processed, and he was now watching him in concern. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”
They’d been going over the situation with the will, since this was the first time he’d had time to talk to the lawyer at any length all week. There were a lot of details and various legal scenarios to play out, but the gist was that things were probably going to be dragged out for months or even years.
“You should go home and get some sleep,” Howard said, closing the file on his lap. “We can talk about this tomorrow.”
“No. I’m fine.” Baron wasn’t fine. Every part of his body ached, and his future lay before him as nothing but an endless series of bleak days. “Let’s finish this now.”
Howard didn’t open his file again. He just gazed at Baron with an almost paternal expression. “You know,” he said at last, “if you want, we can just give Steven what he wants.”
“What?” Baron stiffened in surprise.
“We can give him what he wants. He doesn’t want a share in the company, so he can do no damage to James Coffee. Your father’s assets will all belong to you eventually, and you can more than spare what he’s asking for. If you want to just be done with this, you can give him what he wants.”
Baron didn’t care that much about the money or property. This had never been about that. “You think we should just let him win? Let him get away with this gesture of…of pettiness and spite.”
“No. I don’t want him to win. But I’m worried about you. This seems to be eating away at you, in a way that isn’t healthy. And there comes a time when a defense simply isn’t worth it. Your father’s original will left the company with you but split his other assets evenly between you and Steven. I’m sure we can reach some sort of an agreement to—”
“But that’s not what Dad wanted.”
“No. It’s not. He was quite settled on changing his will. But if coming to some sort of settlement is better for you, then that’s what we should do. I’m sure your father wouldn’t want you to have a breakdown or a heart attack or—”
“I’m not going to have a breakdown or a heart attack. I am tired. It’s been a busy month. But I’ve got things under control.”
“Okay.” Howard still didn’t look convinced. “If you don’t mind my asking, what happened to your girlfriend?”
Baron swallowed and looked away. “It didn’t work out.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. It seemed like she was good for you.”
***
Howard left shortly afterwards, and Baron sent MaryAnn home too.
He didn’t go home, though. He sat at his desk, trying to clear out more email.
Sometimes he felt like, if he could just for once have an empty inbox, he would be back in control of his life again.
But there was never an end to the email. It always kept coming.
When his phone rang, he reached over to pick it up, ready to silence it, since he wasn’t in a fit mood to talk to anyone.
Then he saw who was calling.
“Molly,” he said, after connecting the call. “Hi.” 
“Hi, Baron. I hadn’t heard from you in a while, so I thought I’d call and bug you a little. How are you doing?”
“I’m fine.”
“You don’t sound fine. You sound like you’re sick or something.”
“I’m not sick.”
“Did I interrupt a night of debauchery or a series of wild, crazy stunts?”
He gave an ironic huff. It had only been a few months since his father died, changing his whole world, but he felt eons away from all of that now. “Not even close.”
“So what are you doing?”
“Working.”
“It’s Friday night. It’s after eleven there, isn’t it?”
“Yeah. There’s just too much to do.”
“Well, you sound like crap.”
“Thanks a lot.”
“Seriously, I can call tomorrow if you need to get home and go to sleep.”
“I don’t need to sleep.” Baron tried, and failed, to hide his impatience. “I’m fine. Why does everyone keep acting like I’m going to fall apart?”
“If everyone keeps acting that way, then maybe there’s a reason for it. I know your dad dumped a lot on you, and it might take some time to get used to—”
“I’ve been doing this for months now. I’m used to it. I’m fine.”
“Okay, okay. Don’t be so grumpy about it.”
“Sorry. How are you? How’s Lyons?”
“We’re both fine. We just got back from vacation in Tahiti, actually.”
“That sounds great.” At the moment, Baron couldn’t even imagine what vacation would feel like. “How long were you there?”
“Two weeks.”
“Lyons can take that much time off?”
“Yeah. He did a little work while he was there, but he managed to relax pretty well.” She seemed to be smiling. “And we have some news.”
“If you’re about to tell me you’re going to have a baby—”
“Yes! We’re going to have a baby! In five months.”
Baron smiled at the joy in her voice, although it made his own emptiness all the more gaping. “Congratulations. I’m really happy for you.”
“You don’t sound happy.” She sounded concerned again. “Baron, I know you thought…I mean, you wanted…”
“Oh, Molly, please. That was stupid on my part. You know I think you’re great, but our getting together would have been a huge mistake. I’d just wanted…”
“You just wanted what?”
“I just wanted what I saw in you and Lyons. I wanted to be…to be close to someone.”
Molly was silent for a long time. Then, “I know I’m up in the wilds of Canada, but I heard some rumors about your dating someone seriously. Were they just stories?”
Baron opened the top drawer of his desk and pulled out the colored drawing of the pink and red elephants Jane and Charlotte had made for him two weeks ago. “I was,” he said at last.
“And it was serious?”
“Yeah.”
“What happened?”
“It just didn’t work out.”
She must have heard something in his voice, although he thought he sounded fairly composed. “So that’s what’s wrong with you.”
“What are you talking about?”              
“Did she break your poor heart?”
“No.”
“So why didn’t it work out?”
He didn’t want to answer. He wasn’t going to answer. But, for some reason, he answered anyway. “A man’s life is…is only so big. There’s only room for so much. It was too much.”
“Baron, that’s absolutely ridiculous.”
“It is not ridiculous. I barely have enough time in the day to do my father’s job. Much less deal with Steven contesting the will and all the complications that’s causing. She has two kids. They need someone who can really be there for them. I can’t be. I can’t do everything. I can’t have everything.”
She hesitated a long time before she replied, “I’m not going to pretend to know all that’s going on there, but I’ll just say that Luke’s company is just as big as yours is. He does the same job you’re doing now. He works a lot. A lot. No one would deny that. But he has room in his life for me. For our baby who’s coming. I think there would be room in your life too, if you wanted to make the room.”
Baron did want it. Desperately. “It just wasn’t going to work out.”
He could almost hear her hold back an argument. “Okay. I’m sure there’s a lot I don’t know. But something has to give, Baron. Something is wrong with you. You don’t sound like yourself at all.”
“And what exactly sounds like me?” He was exhausted rather than resentful, although the words made him feel very defensive—since he hadn’t felt like himself since he’d walked out on Leila.
“I don’t know. You know I didn’t think all those dangerous stunts were good for you—and I definitely didn’t approve of all the women you were with. But you were always…I don’t know… You were always larger than life. Full of energy and charisma and just plain old sex appeal. You were funny, and you were fun. When was the last time you had fun?”
Baron knew the answer to that.
The last time he’d had fun was going to an animated movie about elephants with Leila, Jane, and Charlotte.
He wasn’t likely to ever have that kind of fun again.
***
The following morning, he went in to the office early, after just a few hours of sleep.
He’d told MaryAnn and the rest of the staff, in no uncertain terms, that they were not to come in today. They’d worked through the last four weekends, but burning them out wasn’t in anyone’s best interests. 
Plus, Baron didn’t want to talk to anyone.
It was unusually quiet in the executive suite as Baron sat behind the desk that had been his father’s and made his way through emails, voice mail messages, stacks of documents to sign, and miscellaneous correspondence.
It would be hours before he could clear off his desk, assuming nothing else came in during the day today.
It would be months before the legal battle with Steven could be sorted out.
It would be days, weeks, months, years before he recovered from losing Leila and the girls.
Baron forced the thought out of his mind.
Not so long ago, he’d desperately wanted his brother back in his life, he’d wanted some sort of connection with the only family he had left. Now, he just wanted out of this endless game completely. He just wanted the duel to end.
He wanted to walk unwounded away from the battle.
And he wanted Leila back.
He leaned back in his desk chair and stared out of the wide expanse of windows looking out on Boston. He could go over to Leila’s house right now and tell her he was sorry, he was wrong, he never wanted to let her go.
Maybe she would forgive him. Maybe she would want him back.
She hadn’t seemed very upset that night two weeks ago. Not nearly as upset as he was. Maybe she didn’t want him as much as he wanted her.
“You don’t appear to be getting much done today.” The smooth, familiar voice sounded from the doorway of his office, and it startled Baron so much he felt the blood drain from his face. “It’s a shame to waste your Saturday in the office if you aren’t actually going to do any work.”
Baron stood up. “No matter how much I appreciate your sage advice,” he replied, in the cool voice he always used with Steven, “I have to wonder what you’re doing here at all.” He walked over so his back was to the window and he was facing the door, taking the position of power in the room.
Steven gave a half-shrug, and Baron suddenly recognized the motion as his own characteristic gesture. He'd never realized before that it might be a family trait. “Why shouldn’t I pay you a visit?”
“Can we dispense with the niceties?” Baron didn’t want the verbal duel. He didn’t want to talk to him at all. “Is there something you want?”
“There’s always something we want.” Steven stepped closer.
“But we don’t always get it.”
He was still angry, still defensive, but the fury wasn’t hot, violent, ready to snap. It was just endlessly tired.
He’d given up everything for this. For this.
“I paid a visit to your, ah, girlfriend a couple of weeks ago. Did she happen to mention it?” The way Steven said ‘girlfriend’ made it sound like he were tiptoeing around something unpleasant.
But this was nothing Baron hadn’t expected. His brother would have been wondering why Baron hadn't yet reacted if Leila had told him about the confrontation in her office. “She did.”
Steven arched his eyebrows. “Did she? Is it serious between you? Are you really interested in becoming a stepfather?”
Baron didn’t answer. No answer would do what he needed it to do. He just stared at his brother in stoic silence.
Perhaps because he wasn’t getting the reactions he’d expected, Steven changed tactics. He strolled over to stare out the window, standing only a foot away. “I’m a little concerned that she failed to tell you about our little…moment.”
Baron’s expression didn’t alter—not in the slightest degree. He stared at his brother’s face, and suddenly everything became clear to him.
He understood. Everything.
Steven was probably genuinely attracted to Leila. She was beautiful, vibrant, intelligent, warm, generous. Shining. Of course, Steven might be attracted to that—for all the reasons that Baron was himself.
But that wasn’t why Steven had made a move on her.
He also hadn’t done it just to hurt Baron.
While hurting his brother would never keep Steven from doing what he wanted to do, Baron suddenly realized that it wasn’t his primary motivation.
At times in the past, it had felt that way. At times, it felt that way now. But it wasn’t reality.
Steven hadn’t come on to Leila to hurt Baron. He’d done it to turn Leila into a weapon. A weapon that could be used—not to destroy Baron but to sustain their battle, their duel, their game.
Baron’s lips parted slightly as he processed this revelation, and the question that came to his lips wasn’t anything like the one he’d expected. “Why are we still doing this?” The words were spoken before Baron realized he was speaking them.
Then Steven shook his head, looking unusually tired in that moment. “You tell me.”
“Because there’s nothing left for us to do.” 
It all made sense to Baron now. And he processed the truth—that deepest truth—with a lump lodged hard in his throat.
There was no victory for him in this game. There was no way the duel would come to an end.
They were standing in his office. His inheritance. The world his father had left for him to hold together. For years he’d been able to take what he wanted—money, women, thrills, the role his father had left him, a little church on campus he loved.
But he couldn’t have everything.
There was no walking unwounded away from this battle, so there was only one thing left for him to do.
He just walked away.

 
Fifteen
 
“But it’s Sunday, Mommy. Why are you leaving so early?” Charlotte was rumpled and a little groggy, since she’d just woken up.
“I’ve got these last papers and exams to grade, and I need to get them done because grades are due for the end of the semester. I want to get them done early, so I can spend the rest of the day having fun with you and Jane. Is that all right?”
“Yeah. It’s okay,” Jane replied for both of them. She looked a little more awake than her sister. “What will we do later?”
“We can go to the zoo, if you want. Or maybe the science museum.”
Leila wished she hadn’t mentioned the museum, since it reminded her so strongly of Baron. She’d gotten herself together after the first couple of days, but her chest still ached painfully at the thought of him.
Evidently it reminded the girls too. Charlotte slumped into her bed. “Mr. Baron came with us to the museum.”
“I know he did.”
“Why doesn’t he want to be with us anymore?” Jane asked in a thready voice.
“We’ve talked about this. Remember?  Since I’m not dating him anymore, he can’t spend time with you like he used to. But it was me that he broke up with. It wasn’t about not liking you.”
“But why did he break up with you, Mommy?” Charlotte twisted in her blanket and looked on the verge of being very upset. “You made him happy.”
Leila had thought Baron was happy with her too. “Sometimes things just don’t work out. He thought it was best not to see me anymore.”
“But he was wrong.” Charlotte was moving into dramatic mode. “He was wrong!”
“Can’t you tell him he was wrong, Mommy?” Jane added.
Leila took a shuddering breath. It felt wrong to her too. “That’s not the way it works, sweetie. If someone decides to break up with someone else, then that’s their choice, even if you don’t agree with it.”
“But how will he know he’s wrong if you don’t tell him, Mommy?”
Leila didn’t have an answer to that.
***
She stared down at the student essay on the desk in front of her, holding a pen and trying to force herself to concentrate. It was the first paper in the last stack she needed to grade for the semester, but she hadn’t yet made it through the opening paragraph.
It was hard enough to grade papers under normal circumstances. It was even harder to grade on a Sunday, even after she’d come into the office solely for that purpose. At the moment, she was finding grading impossible.
She couldn’t stop thinking about Baron.
She glanced at her email—but she’d cleared out her inbox earlier and nothing new had arrived in the last half-hour. Then she glanced at the clock. Still only 10:48 on a Sunday morning.
She turned back to the essay and noticed a run-on sentence . She added the comma. Circled it. Tried to focus on the next sentence.
Had to read it several times before she could even process what it said.
She’d always known this was possible. From the very beginning, she’d seen the end.
Baron was who he was. His life was what it was. And she and her girls could never really be part of it.
She needed to accept it and move on.
When her phone broke the silence of her office, she snatched it up, her heart leaping the way it had at every phone call for the last two weeks, although her mind kept saying that it wouldn’t be Baron.
It wasn’t Baron. It was her brother.
“Hey,” she said, trying to sound cheerful. “What’s up?”
“Is everything all right?”
“What do you mean?”
“You sound strange.”
“I do not sound strange. All I said was ‘what’s up’?”
“Well, it sounded strange. Is something wrong?”
“No. Not really.”
“That didn’t sound convincing.”
She sighed. “If you must know, I’m still a little down about breaking up with Baron.”
“Oh. I’m sorry. You never told me the whole story. Why did you break up?”
She shrugged to her empty office. “You know Baron. It wasn’t likely he’d want to settle down with me.”
“What the hell does that mean?” Dave sounded more annoyed than anything else.
“Nothing. It just means I’m not really his type. We had fun, but he has this whole big life and all kinds of things going on. He wasn’t going to give it up just for me.”
“He told you that’s why he ended it?”
“No. He just said it was bad timing.”
“This doesn’t sound right, Leila. Didn’t you ask for more information?”
“Of course not. Did you think I was going to beg for him to stay with me, when he clearly wanted out?”
Dave was silent for a long minute. Then he muttered, “Damn, you make me crazy sometimes.”
She gasped. “What? What is your problem? I’m the one who got dumped here, and you’re blaming me?”
 “I’m not blaming you. Well, maybe I am blaming you some. It’s just that you still think of yourself as that girl with a crush who is never going to get the guy she wants. Why the hell shouldn’t Baron be in love with you?”
Her heart was beating wildly with confusion and a strange sort of excitement, but her mind hadn’t caught up with it. “He’s not in love with me! He dumped me.”
“And you think there were good reasons for him to do it? You think it’s what he really wanted?”
She swallowed hard, suddenly picturing Baron’s face as they’d had that horrible conversation. She’d been trying so hard not to break down in a heap of heartbreak that she hadn’t fully registered it. But he’d looked lost, wounded. “But why—”
“Who the hell knows why? But I don’t think… He called me up last month. Did he tell you?”
“No. He called you? Why?”
“Just to talk. I think he wanted to reconnect. I thought it was a good sign. He sounded like his old self again. The point is that you were good for him, so whatever is pulling him away from you is not good for him. And it has nothing to do with you not being good enough for him.”
He was right. Dave was exactly right. She’d been acting on bone-deep insecurities, instead of like the reasonable grown-up she was supposed to be. She knew Baron. And she knew he’d been really happy with her and the girls.
And she was suddenly sure he wasn’t happy now.
“What should I do?” she asked, rather raspily. She wasn’t in the habit of asking her brother for romantic advice. They usually just talked about their kids. But she was paralyzed with hope and fear and the coursing excitement that pounded through her veins with her blood.
“I don’t know. Maybe you should talk to him.” There was an edge of sarcasm in Dave’s voice, but perhaps it was deserved.
Maybe Jane was right. Maybe Leila should tell Baron he was just wrong.
“Okay. Okay.”
She hung up soon afterwards and just stared at her phone for a long time.
She should talk to Baron. Get him to explain what he was thinking, how he’d convinced himself that this was for the best.
It wasn’t for the best. She knew it wasn’t.
A knock on her office door startled her so much she jumped. When she called, “Come in,” she stood up at the sight of a courier in the doorway, holding a package and saying he’d tried her at home first and they’d told him to come here.
Too surprised to figure out what it meant, she signed for the large envelope and thanked the courier.
Then she opened the envelope and pulled out a document.
She scanned through it, unable to process the words until she’d read them several times.
It was the purchase contract for West Church. And the deed.
It had been signed over to her name.
Baron had given her the church.
She almost choked when the knowledge finally broke through her blurred stupor.
She flipped the pages blindly, realizing there was a handwritten page underneath the documents.
You said that when people believe in something—really believe in it—we create beauty, discover the unknown, make the world better. No one ever believed in me until I knew you. I want you to have this because I know now that your belief has made me better. Everything I know of beauty and discovery and meaning is centered in you. B 
Tears streamed down her cheeks as she read the note four times, trying to register what it said, what it meant.
Once she understood, she ran for her bag and keys, propelled into action. She couldn’t wait for the slow elevator, so she ran down the stairs. Then she ran for the parking lot, trying to remember how to get to Baron’s apartment from campus.
When she reached the parking lot on campus, she saw a familiar car, one that made her heart jump into her throat.
She turned on her heel and jogged in the opposite direction, down the path, through the trees, to the church.
He was standing with his back to her, facing the church, wearing jeans and a black t-shirt and looking somehow lonely.
He turned as she approached, and she started to run flat out as she saw his face. Her bag banged her thigh, and her keys jangled in her sweaty hand, and her throat was raw from running, and her cheeks must be embarrassingly red.
But none of that mattered. Nothing mattered but Baron.
He must have realized she wasn’t going to stop because he braced himself and caught her with both arms as she threw herself toward him in a hug.
The momentum swung them both around, but then he tightened his arms around her as she clutched at him, wheezing and almost in tears.
“Oh, baby,” he mumbled into her hair. “It wasn’t a way to manipulate you into forgiving me. I want you to have it, whether or not you can—” 
“Of course I forgive you,” she gasped, trying desperately to catch her breath as she pulled away just enough to look up at his face. “And your timing is remarkable. I was just planning to storm your place and force you to talk to me, so I could make you see how stupid you were being.”
He almost smiled. “I figured it out for myself.”
“You don’t have to give me the church, you know. I know it was important to you—because of your parents. I know you’ll take care of it. I don’t need the church. I just want you.”
“Well, you have me. And you have the church. I want you to have it.”
She reached up and pulled his head down into a hard kiss. “Thank you.” Her sprint started to catch up with her then, and her knees felt a little shaky. “Can we maybe sit down now?”
Baron laughed, and they went to sit by the bench.
She told him about her conversation with Dave, and he told her about his conversation with Steven.
Leila leaned into him, and he put his arm around her to pull her close. “So what are you going to do?” she asked.
“I’ll try to settle something with the will. I’m going to give him what he wants.”
“Are you sure? I know it means a lot to you to do what your dad wanted—”
“I know. But there’s no way for this…this mess to end without giving something up. I can’t give you up. I was an idiot for even thinking that was possible. I’m not going to give you up, so I’ll give this up instead. I’ll let him win. Then, when things are finalized with the will, I’ll reorganize processes in the company so I’m not having to do everything. I know my dad… But I can’t. I won’t let myself be that man. I’ll bring on whoever we need to get the work done so I’m not always drowning in it.”
She knew he was making the right decision. She knew it would be hard.
But better to walk away wounded than to not walk away at all.
“It’s not what my dad would have wanted,” Baron added, almost idly. “But it’s the only thing I can do.” He wasn’t looking at her. He was still gazing out at the lawn, his face calm, as if the topic didn’t mean that much to him.
She knew how much it did.
“I think,” Leila said, a little hesitantly. “I think that’s... right.”
He inclined his head in a slight nod, but it was a long stretch of silence before he slanted his eyes back down to her face. “Thanks.”
She smiled up at him, feeling ridiculously emotional, worried about him but so incredibly happy.
 “Do you want to come home with us after lunch? Miss Martin is bringing the girls over here after their gymnastics lesson. You could come home with us, if you want. We’re not going to do much, but you could hang out with us—if you wanted.”
“Yeah. Thank you. I’d like to.”
She let out an exhale and relaxed against him. His arm tightened around her.
The weather was crisp and cool—it less than two weeks until Christmas—but the sun was out and it was warm on Leila’s face. It felt good to sit outside like this, and Baron’s strong body felt exactly right against hers.
“You know I think you’re incredible, right?” she asked, without thinking through the words, prompted by feeling she just couldn’t suppress.
Something transformed in Baron’s eyes. They blazed for a moment with something deep and tender and breathtaking.
Then a flicker of dry amusement tightened on his lips. “I do know that. You wrote me a whole poem about it once. All about my eyes, and my laughter, and my heart—”
“Oh!” she gasped, trying to cover his mouth to stifle the words. “You ass! You are never to refer to that poem again.”
He laughed, free and uninhibitedly, in a way she hadn’t seen him laugh since he was a boy.  “Why not? Don’t you feel the same way about me now?”
“Maybe a little. But those feelings will quickly change if you bring up the poem again.”
“All right. No talk of the poem.” He cupped her face in one of his hands. “Maybe I’ll write a poem about you instead.”
All of her spark melted at the expression on his face. “What will it say?”
“It will say that Leila’s eyes and her laughter and her heart found me when I was lost and brought me home. It will say my heart only came alive because of her.”
Her eyes burned at the words, the feeling, so openly expressed. “That will be a better poem than mine.”
“I like your poem.” He leaned down to kiss her lips very gently. “I still have it somewhere.”
“You do not!”
“I do. I kept it.”
Her cheeks were burning with joy and a little embarrassment. “Because you like to pull it out and laugh at it?”
He chuckled and drew her into a hug. “Maybe I kept it at first because I thought it was funny. But it did mean something to me. That someone felt that way about me.”
“I’ll have you know it wasn’t just a silly girlish crush. I loved you with a deep, yearning passion that consumed me. I couldn’t live without you.”
He laughed again. “I’m glad to hear it. Now you know a little of how I feel now about you and the girls.”
When she processed his words, she jerked away from him and stared up at his face. He looked absolutely exhausted but also happy and slightly amused. Not self-conscious at all. “What did you say?” she demanded.
He lowered his brow. “What do you mean? I was just teasing you about—”
“You said that I know how you feel now. I loved you with a deep, yearning passion that consumed me. I couldn’t live without you. And you said…”
He looked slightly taken aback. He cleared his throat. “You, uh, knew that, right?”
She felt a surge of awe and joy, mingling in her chest, her throat, her eyes, all at once. “You love me?”
He shifted slightly on the bench. “That was the point of this whole dramatic gesture. I thought you would figure it out.”
She just stared at him, too overwhelmed to speak.
“Anyway, I do,” he said at last. “Love you.”
“And the girls?” She clasped her hands together in a futile attempt to contain her rising excitement.
He drew his brows together. “Of course, the girls.”
Leila threw her arms around him. Hugged him as tightly as she possible could.
Then she pressed clumsy kisses against his neck and told him, “We love you too.”
***
A little while later, they were still sitting on the bench together, both too dazed and happy and exhausted to speak, when two little voices shouted from across the lawn, “Mommy! Mr. Baron! Mommy! We’re here!”
They turned to see the twins approaching, their blond ponytails streaming out behind them as they galloped over to the bench, Miss Martin approaching more slowly behind them.
“You’re here, Mr. Baron!” Charlotte exclaimed, as she reached the bench just a little before Jane. “We didn’t know you were here!”
“I’m here,” Baron acknowledged, half-smiling at the girls’ obvious delight.
“I’m glad!” Jane said, throwing her arms out and reaching up for a hug.
Baron hugged her back, making room when Charlotte pushed in to share the hug.
Leila watched with a hitch in her throat. 
She could see so clearly that he needed them. They gave him joy and strength and support—as much as he gave them. He wanted them to be part of his life, just as he wanted her.
“We were sad that you broke up with Mommy,” Charlotte told him. “We thought it was wrong.”
“It was wrong,” he agreed. “I’m not going to break up with your Mom ever again.”
“Promise?” Jane asked.
“I promise.”
That evidently deserved another hug from both of them.
When they pulled away, both girls were beaming. Leila managed to get her emotions under control as Charlotte went into a long discourse on what happened in their gymnastic lessons that morning.
Finally, Jane asked, “Can we play a little while, Mommy?”
Leila glanced at her watch. “Sure. We can stay a half-hour or so.”
“Will you play with us, Mr. Baron?” Charlotte asked.
“Oh, we can be the two captured princesses,” Jane added, evidently hit with sudden inspiration. “And you can be the hero who rescues us!”
“Yay!” Charlotte exclaimed, dancing a little jig of excitement. “Please, Mr. Baron?”
“Now girls. Mr. Baron has had a busy weekend, and he might be a little tired.”
Before the girls could respond, Baron intervened. “I’m not that tired. I could probably manage to be the hero for a little while.”
He stood up, and the girls tugged on Leila’s arms too. “Come on, Mommy,” Jane insisted. “You can be a princess with us.”
So Leila was one of three princesses trapped in a dungeon, and Baron was the hero who rescued them in a variety of creative and unpredictable ways.
It wasn’t the worst way to spend a half-hour.

 
Epilogue
 
“All right, Charlotte,” Leila said, trying to keep the tiredness out of her voice. “It’s time to sit down at the table again. Our food will be here soon.”
Leila’s back was hurting. She was exhausted from all the end-of-the-semester work she’d finally finished up. She still hadn’t done any of her Christmas shopping, and all she wanted to do was crawl into her bed and sleep.
“I’m Hannibal,” Charlotte declared from the top of the bronze elephant sculpture she’d climbed onto a few minutes ago. “And I’m crossing the Alps with the Carthaginians!”
Leila shook her head, wishing they hadn’t come to a restaurant with décor that was so tempting for children to play on. The restaurant had opened just a few weeks ago, and it had become such a hit that most people had to get on a list and wait for three months before they could get a reservation.
Not Baron, of course.
Leila hadn’t felt like going out at all tonight, but the girls had been restless and Baron had been wanting to try this new place.
“Hannibal made it across the Alps,” Leila said, pitching her voice as cheerfully as she could. She wondered if any other seven-year-old girls knew as much history as hers did. “And it’s time for the victory banquet.”
Charlotte looked briefly interested in this new possibility for her game, but then she kept rocking enthusiastically on the elephant, as if the poor, lumbering thing could manage a gallop over the mountains. “It’s not time for the banquet yet,” Charlotte whined. “I still haven’t made it across the Alps to fight the Romans!”
Leila very well recognized the stubborn jut of the girl’s chin, and she was just too tired to deal with it.
Baron had taken Jane to the bathroom, and she couldn’t let her daughter get away with bad behavior, no matter how exhausted she was. “Charlotte, now,” Leila said, trying to convey authority in her tone as she put a hand on her aching back. “This is your last warning. Come to the table with me.”
Charlotte looked over at her, hesitating and pausing in her ride. Then she scowled and patted the elephant's head. “Go, Carthage, go!” she cried, waving her hand in what was probably supposed to be a war rally.
Leila was close to tears now, her eyes burning with fatigue. She’d been grading for two weeks straight. She hadn’t been sleeping well for the last month, since she could never seem to get comfortable. Plus, she was embarrassed over the scene Charlotte was making at the restaurant. It wasn’t a stuffy, formal place, but it was exclusive—since only the most influential guests could get reservations—and it felt like everyone was staring at her and wondering how the frumpy woman with the poorly-behaved child had managed to get inside the doors.
Leila had tried to dress decently this evening in an expensive, navy blue cardigan and flowing pants set that didn’t wrinkle and draped somewhat attractively, but she still felt sloppy, with her hair slipping out of her low braid and her face red from the heat in the room and her frustration.
“Charlotte, now,” she said, her voice sharper. “You’ve already lost your dessert tonight. If you don’t get down right now, you’ll lose something else.”
Having to punish the girls had been exhausting lately, and she wondered if it was her fault that Charlotte was misbehaving now. Maybe she hadn’t been as strict as she should have been with them over the last couple of months.
“Mommy, no!” Charlotte wailed, bringing even more unwanted attention to them. “I want dessert!”
“Well, you can’t have it,” Leila said. “Now—”
A male voice came from behind her then, unexpectedly. “Charlotte, obey your mother. Immediately.” Baron’s voice wasn’t loud, but it cracked like a whip.
He had approached to stand beside Leila, holding a nervous-looking Jane by the hand.
Charlotte’s face crumpled pitifully, and she crawled off the elephant, her knee-length blue skirt getting hiked up in the process in a way that made Leila sigh and hope no one else saw her daughter’s panties. Then Charlotte drooped with the rest of them to their table, whimpering a little.
Both girls always deflated like popped balloons when Baron put his foot down with them.
Leila was immensely relieved that the little incident was over. She gave Baron a grateful look when he put a supportive hand on her aching back as they walked.
Then they all slid into their horseshoe-shaped banquette table, Leila a little awkwardly. She would have preferred a regular chair, but she wasn’t going to complain, since their table was obviously positioned the best in the restaurant.
Charlotte cuddled up at her side, sniffling and shaking a little.
Leila put her arm around her.
“I’m sorry, Mommy,” the girl told her, stretching up to whisper the words in her ear.
Leila smiled and relaxed. “That’s okay, sweetie,” she said, stroking the girl's messy hair. “Next time obey right away so you don’t have to lose your dessert.”
Charlotte appeared quite dismayed over the loss of her favorite part of the meal and burrowed against Leila’s belly.
Jane had been quiet and wide-eyed during the incident—both girls were always dreadfully uncomfortable when the other was getting in trouble—but she seemed to understand now that it was over. She perked up and started telling Leila and Baron about the tile mosaics of elephants, giraffes, dolphins, and panda bears in the bathroom.
Their food came soon, and things settled down even more. Charlotte ate her food, although she was very subdued and kept slanting Baron worried, hesitant looks.
Baron himself appeared handsome and composed in his black dress shirt, and he responded pleasantly to Jane's and Leila’s comments, but Leila thought he looked a little stretched. He’d been unusually tired too, she knew—since he’d had to pick up some of the parenting slack over the last month because Leila had so little energy.
He didn’t say much to Charlotte. Leila knew it wasn’t because he was angry with her but because he was uncomfortable—afraid she was mad at him or had been hurt by his tone. Baron was still a little insecure about his ability to be a parent to the girls, no matter how often he proved himself to be an excellent one.
When Charlotte finished her bread and mashed potatoes but only picked at her meatloaf, Baron asked the server for some ketchup. When it arrived, he handed it to the girl without comment. Charlotte, who had obviously been too anxious to ask for it herself, took it gratefully and dumped a generous portion onto her meatloaf.
Leila felt bad that she hadn’t remembered to get ketchup for Charlotte herself, but she couldn’t help but be touched by Baron’s silent consideration for the girls. He knew them so well now. He loved them.
Leila and Jane got dessert—Baron didn’t, Leila was sure, so Charlotte wouldn’t be the only one without it. Jane had wanted to share her dessert with her sister, but Leila had to refuse the sweet gesture as it would take the teeth out of the punishment.
They were finishing up when Charlotte asked in a tremulous voice, “Papa?”
Baron rested quiet, dark eyes on the girl. “Yes, sweetheart.”
Encouraged by his response, Charlotte straightened up a little. “Are you mad at me?”
Leila felt a weird little ache in her chest when she saw his face crack slightly. “No. I’m not mad. I was disappointed that you disobeyed your mommy, but I’m not mad.”
Charlotte’s little face relaxed. “I’m sorry.”
Baron nodded and gave the girl a little smile. “Thank you.”
Charlotte scooted over in the banquette toward Baron and stretched up, offering him her cheek. Baron leaned over to kiss it. “I love you, sweetheart,” he murmured, very, very softly.
Charlotte beamed up at him. “I love you too, Papa.”
Leila’s hormones were obviously completely out of control, since she was almost in tears as she watched them.
She still remembered, four or five months ago, shortly after she and Baron had gotten married in their little church, when Jane had been stricken with a terrible ear infection. The poor thing was in horrible pain, and they couldn’t give her the prescribed pain reliever as often as she seemed to need it. Both Leila and Baron had stayed up with her, trying to ease her earache and comfort her.
Jane had been lying on the couch with her head in Baron’s lap, tossing and turning and whimpering. Leila had been preparing another warm compress and was coming back into the living room when Jane suddenly cried out, “Daddy!” and reached a hand out blindly.
Baron had been stroking the girl’s hair gently, but she saw his face twist at Jane’s pitiful cry. She knew how hard it would be for him to hear Jane cry out for her father in her distress. They’d reached a fairly workable system with Rick—he saw the girls every few months and, now that he’d gotten remarried, seemed satisfied with that level of contact—but Baron was obviously more of a father-figure to the girls than Rick had ever been.
When she received no response, Jane groped around with her hand again. “Daddy!”
“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Baron had said, his voice oddly hoarse. “Your daddy isn’t here right now. Can I help you instead?”
Jane had blinked and turned her little body to look at Baron. Her expression was pained and disoriented, but she managed to explain with characteristic sobriety, “I meant you. You’re my daddy too, aren’t you?”
Baron had made a choking sign and his face had twisted wrenchingly before he’d pulled Jane up into a hug.
Leila was worried about their calling Baron “Daddy,” since Rick was still part of their life, and she’d been working hard to maintain a good relationship with him. They settled on “Papa” as an alternative and checked with Rick to make sure he was all right with it. He’d said the girls could call Baron what they wanted—as long as everyone understood he was still their father. Leila didn’t know what other stepfamilies did, but she knew something knit itself together inside Baron every time the girls called him “Papa.”
“I love you too, Papa,” Jane piped up, evidently feeling a little left out of the sappy proceedings.
Baron reached out his other arm and drew Jane against him as well. “Well, good,” he said, kissing the top of her head with a smile. “Because I love you so much that I would be completely crushed if you didn’t love me back.”
“And I love all three of you,” Leila said. “But I’m the one who’s pregnant here, and I’m getting kind of tired, so is it all right if we head back home?”
***
Baron was trying to work and not having much success.
For one thing, he was feeling a weird ache of nostalgia as he sat in the library of his family home.
The other reason for his distraction was more concrete.
“Papa?” a voice came from the doorway, the third interruption in the last hour. “What was the name of the big metal thing that crashes down to keep invaders out?”
Baron looked up and saw Charlotte peeking into the study. “Portcullis,” he replied.
“Jane, it’s port-cullis!” Charlotte yelled to her sister, who was probably halfway across the sprawling house. “Thank you,” she added in a more moderated tone.
“You’re welcome.”
Exhaling deeply, he turned back to his computer screen. They’d come out yesterday for the Christmas holidays, just as they had the year before. He still remembered the girls’ joyful exuberance on discovering that they were going to spend their holiday in the old stone house, which they assumed must be some sort of castle. When they’d arrived yesterday, their enthusiasm for the setting returned, and they’d been “playing castle” all day.
Baron had been trying to work, since Leila had given him firm instructions on how he wasn’t allowed to work on Christmas Eve or Christmas day. So today was his last chance to get ahead a little. He’d done better this morning—getting through a lot of email and having a couple of phone meetings. But this afternoon his focus had been drifting more and more from the tasks at hand.
Work wasn’t as overwhelming now that he’d done some reorganization and hired some more staff on the executive level, but there would always be more work than he had time for.
He hadn’t heard a word from Steven after the settlement.
He wondered if he should just give up now and go play with the girls. Or, even better, find Leila and take care of some of his restlessness.
“Don’t you think you’ve worked enough?” another female voice came from the doorway, this one more lilting and more mature.
Baron closed out his email and turned off his computer. “You must have read my mind.” He turned in his chair to see Leila approaching.
She was absolutely beautiful, although she just snorted when he’d told her that recently. Their son was due in less than a month now, and the curve of her belly was heavy. But her fair skin glowed, and her very pronounced curves were unexpectedly sensual and compelling.
He’d been plagued with lust for her for months now—even more than he usually was—ever since the pregnancy had begun to show. She’d been quite willing to accommodate him during the earlier months, but recently she’d been too uncomfortable to have much sex. Baron, of course, didn’t complain, but unsatisfied desire had been making him unusually restless.
Leila said it made him grumpy, but he wasn't convinced that was the best choice of words.
Even under normal circumstance, he couldn’t get enough of Leila. While she was carrying his child, however, he was like some sort of ever-horny teenager. He wasn't sure what that said about him.
His body took interest even now, as she approached him in the study, wearing a stretchy top that didn’t quite meet the waistline of her jeans because of the wide curve of her belly. Her hair was loose, and she was grinning at him. "Good. You've been working way too long."
“Did you have something else in mind for us to do?” he asked, surprised when his voice sounded so thick.
Leila’s eyes widened behind her glasses. She knew very well how to recognize that particular tone. “Right now?” she asked, her cheeks flushing in a way he found absolutely mesmerizing.
“Why not?” He leaned back in his chair and hoped she was feeling well enough to consider it. He didn't like to pressure her, but it had been almost three weeks.
“Well, I think I'm finally recovered from the end of the semester,” she said, a naughty smile tilting up the corners of her mouth. "So maybe I'll be up for it."
Baron stood up, wasting no time. “I’ll tell the girls not to bother us and then meet you up in the room.”
Leila giggled irrepressibly as she walked into the hallway with him. Whether she was laughing in excitement over their impending lovemaking or laughing at him for being so obviously eager, Baron wasn’t sure.
He decided it really didn’t matter.
He went to find the girls and told them that he and Mommy were going to take a nap so they shouldn’t be disturbed unless it was an absolute emergency. The girls, who were deep in a plot to invade the castle, told him they were very busy and they shouldn’t be disturbed either.
Then he went to the master bedroom and started to take off his shoes and socks, while Leila was in the bathroom. After a minute, Baron started to worry that she wasn't feeling up to it after all, but then she came out wearing a purple, high-waisted chemise with her hair falling down around her shoulders.
At the first sight of her so lush and sensual, his body leapt into an almost painful arousal.
Whatever control he used to have over his body's responses now seemed to have deserted him completely.
“It was the best I could do,” Leila said sheepishly, looking down at her enormous belly beneath the silk. “Is it too bad?”
“Too bad?” Baron managed to choke, his body tight and his pulse now pounding in his ears and his groin.
Leila looked at him closely, her green eyes soft as they scanned him from his hair to his bare feet. Then her eyes widened. “Are you already turned on? How did that happen?”
She looked absolutely delighted by his response to her. Baron might have been a little delighted too.
***
Afterwards, they lay together in bed, Baron spooning Leila from behind and stroking her belly gently. He felt warm, sated, and content. There had been a little awkwardness in finding a comfortable position for Leila, but otherwise they both had a very satisfying interlude.
She felt soft and substantial in his arms, and she smelled and felt like home for him. He still couldn’t quite wrap his mind around how the universe had allowed him to have someone like her. And that she actually loved him.
“That was better than I expected,” she said, turning her head back to kiss the side of his mouth. “Of course, my expectations were very low.”
Baron chuckled at what he knew to be her teasing. “You were making a lot of enthusiastic noises for someone who barely reached low expectations.”
“Oh, did you think those were sounds of pleasure? Sorry to disappoint you, but I was just practicing breathing techniques for childbirth to kill the time until you finally came.”
His chuckle transformed into a real laugh. He kissed her hair, her temple, her cheekbone. “I love you so much.”
She made a husky sigh of obvious satisfaction. “Me too.”
His hand kept stroking the roundness of her stomach. The feel of his baby in the curve of her stomach roused an intensely primitive instinct that had lain dormant inside him for a really long time.
He still wondered if he would be a good father to his son.
“You okay?” Leila asked softly after a minute. She must have read the resonance of his silence.
“Yeah.” He kissed her hair again.
“You’re going to be a great father to him. You know that, don’t you?”
“I hope so.”
“Well, I have enough faith in you for both of us.” She grabbed one of his hands and brought it up to press a kiss into the palm.
The gesture touched him more than it should have, and he couldn’t help but tighten his arms around her. “You always have.”
***
That evening, they were all sitting on a sofa near the fire. Charlotte and Jane were taking turns reading aloud a new book about castles—a higher-level book than the one he’d gotten them last year but with equally beautiful pictures.
Leila had started the girls on reading early, and she’d spent a lot of time helping to develop their skills. Baron couldn’t help but feel a silly thrill of pride that his girls were so advanced for their age.
As they read, Baron found himself looking over the picture they made piled on the couch together. Leila had on sweats and a t-shirt and her hair was pulled sloppily into a ponytail. The girls had on their pajamas—Charlotte’s hiked up on one leg. Jane’s face was still tear-streaked from crying after she’d fallen and bruised her knee on the hardwood floors after dinner. Baron had a spot on his shirt from where Charlotte had accidentally spilled her lemonade earlier that evening, and he wasn’t wearing shoes.
It occurred to Baron then that something had happened to him over the last year. Something fundamental and irrevocable. It wasn’t just falling in love with Leila and the girls. And it wasn’t just realizing that they actually loved him back. It wasn’t just walking away from impossible family pressures, living and dead. And it wasn’t just being so close to having a son of his own.
It was more. It was family. It was what he’d always wanted.
His father had been right all those years ago. Baron couldn’t have everything.
But he could have this.

 
Excerpt from A Baby for Easter
If you enjoyed Revival, you might enjoy A Baby for Easter by the same author.
 
“What do you mean, she’s yours?”
“I mean she might be my daughter.”  Micah still looked almost frozen, as if he hadn’t fully taken in what was happening.
Alice shifted the baby from one shoulder to the other, jostling her slightly as she continued to whimper. “But how…where did she come from?”
“Her mom died in a car accident last week, and her grandparents just showed up and said she’s mine.”
“So they’re taking care of her? They just want you to…to know her?”
He shook his head, his eyes fixed on the baby’s profile. “They said they can’t raise her full time.”
Alice swallowed, trying to understand this, trying to get her mind to work. She felt as stunned and paralyzed as Micah looked. “They don’t want her?”
He shook his head. “I think they do, but they’re not in great health and they don’t think they can anymore. They said I’m the father.”
They stared at each other for a minute, and Alice felt strangely like they completely understood each other, in a way they hadn’t since they’d been working at the summer camp.
“What am I going to do?” Micah breathed at last.
“I don’t know.” She shook her head to in an attempt to clear her mind. “I guess you need to figure out if she’s really yours and if her grandparents are serious.” She glanced down at the baby, who was making soft little gurgles. “Poor little thing. What’s her name?”
“Cara.”
Cara lifted her head and peered at Alice’s face inquisitively. Alice couldn’t help but smile at the round blue eyes.
“Those do look like your eyes,” she murmured.
“I know.” Micah’s tone was subdued, slightly stretched.
He was a single guy who hadn’t spent a lot of time around babies. Having one thrust on him was probably the last thing in the world he wanted or expected.
“Okay,” Alice said, “I can watch her, if you want, while you go and try to figure out some answers. Why do they assume you’re the father? Where did her grandparents go?”
“They were going to the hospital for some sort of procedure. I guess I should have gotten more…I was so stunned I just…”
Alice felt an intense wave of sympathy for Micah, who really looked like he might just fall over under the weight of this development. “I’ll watch her so you can do what you need to do.”
“Are you sure?” He rubbed his jaw, which was slightly scratchy from half a day’s stubble. “I know you have to work—“
“No, it’s fine. I’m finished here for the day, and I don’t have any hours in the library today. I might just take her home.” She faltered, thinking about how her mother would hover, asking questions, if she showed up at the house with a baby in tow. “Or…”
“You can take her to my place,” he said, obviously seeing her hesitance. “If that’s okay with you. It might be easier.”
“Yeah. Good.” She went to put Cara back in her carrier. “You’re in that house on Plymouth Street now?”
Micah was always in the process of flipping a house. He bought a rundown property, moved in, and worked on it in his spare time. When it was fixed up, he sold it—for a huge profit, since real estate was a hot commodity in the picturesque mountain town—and bought another property to do it again.
“Yeah,” he said. “The one on the corner with the oak tree in the yard.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out his keys. As he spun one off, he added, “Here. Are you sure you don’t mind? I know I just kind of dumped this on—“
“It’s fine,” she assured him, pocketing the key and then strapping Cara in the carrier. “It’s really fine. I like babies.” She smiled at Micah’s anxious look. “I’m serious. It’s really fine.”
This evidently reassured him because he picked up the carrier as Alice went to get her purse and shut down her computer.
They left the church and headed to Alice’s car.
“Oh,” she said, as she opened her backseat. “We might have a problem.”
Micah just stared at her.
“They didn’t give you a base to the car seat, did they?”
“No. They just gave me the bag and that.” He gestured to the carrier. “I guess we need a car seat.”
“I think that is the car seat, but I thought they latched into some sort of base.” Alice tried to remember the last time she’d seen an infant in a car seat, and she couldn’t even remember. “Maybe it hooks with the seatbelt.”
 “The seatbelt would hook to this thing? What would it hook to?” He peered at the carrier but obviously didn’t know what he was looking for.
“How did you get her over here?” She suddenly had a vision of his putting the Cara in the bed of his pickup with his tools.
“I just set it on the floor of the passenger seat.” His face twisted in guilt. “Shit, I’m terrible at this.” Then he gave a start. “Sorry.”
She shook her head to dismiss his concern about his language. “Okay, let’s see if we can strap it into the backseat.” She lifted up the fabric lining the bottom of the carrier and perked up. “It’s got these grooves here, so maybe the seatbelt is supposed to go through here.”
So they put the carrier into the backseat and both leaned over to try to hook it in.
They tried several different belt positions, but couldn’t seem to make it work in a way that made the seat feel secure.
When they kept bumping heads in the small space, Alice went around to the other side to give them both more room to work.
The whole time, Cara just stared at them alternately with big blue eyes, clearly mesmerized by all the activity.
Alice was getting more and more frustrated with their inability to figure out the car seat. Plus, she was getting hot in the stuffy back of the car.
“We already tried it that way,” she said, when Micah tried to belt the carrier in a familiar configuration.
“Well, how is it supposed to go? Don’t you know how to work these things?”
“Why would I know? I’ve never had a baby. You’re supposed to be the one who’s mechanically inclined. Why can’t you figure it out?”
“I sure wouldn’t have designed this ridiculous contraption in a way that’s impossible to attach.”
“Oh wait,” she said, remembering something she should have recalled earlier. “I think it’s supposed to face the other way.”
“That can’t be right,” Micah said, turning the carrier as she’d indicated. He was leaning over, and he looked just as hot and frustrated as she felt. “Why would they make the poor babies look at nothing but the back of the seat?” 
“I don’t know. Maybe it’s safer or something. Let’s just try it. Maybe the belt goes through like this.”
Micah fed the belt through the loops, and the buckle got stuck at one point. “Shit,” he muttered, trying to free the belt. “Shit.” Then he glanced up at her. “Sorry.”
“You don’t have to keep saying sorry,” she said, slightly snippy. “I’ve heard worse, you know.”
“I know you have.” He sounded just as bad-tempered as her. “But do you really think I should be teaching her bad language?”
“She can’t even talk yet.”
“Well, she can hear.”
“Fine,” Alice grumbled, tilting the carrier slightly to make room for Micah’s run of the belt. “Try to watch your language then.”
He gave her a cool glare, but it changed when Alice was able to snap the seatbelt closed.
They both tested the carrier to make sure it was stable, but they couldn’t get it to move more than a few inches, no matter how they tugged on it, so they assumed it would do for the short ride to Micah’s house.
Alice sighed in relief as she finally climbed out of the car and walked around to the driver’s side.
Micah was leaning against the car, wiping sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. He looked exhausted, defeated somehow.
Despite her annoyance just the moment before, she felt another pull of sympathy. She reached out to put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s going to be all right.”
“Is it?” he asked, opening his eyes and meeting hers.
“Yeah. We’ll figure this out. We don’t know anything yet.”
“But what if she’s mine? What if her grandparents really don’t want her? What if I’m the only parent she has? I can’t even manage to get her strapped into the car.”
***
You can find more information about A Baby for Easter here.
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Dedication
 
Like Nikki in Autumn Wish, I’m blessed with a wonderful family.
This one goes to my Aunt Reesa, a beautiful lady who’s quick with a joke and to light up your smoke—wait, no, that’s a song. (Sheesh, I don’t even know if she plays the piano.)
I am serious about the joke part, plus she’s got a heart of gold and a smile that lights up a room. No matter what life throws at her, she faces it with courage and a positive attitude that inspires everyone she knows.
Thank you, Aunt Reesa, for all your love and support. Love you!

 
Chapter 1
 
“Have you met that hunky new neighbor yet?”
It wasn’t the first subject Nikki Rowen would’ve chosen to keep her mind from dwelling on the tension between her bosses at the daycare, but she’d take what she could get after a long Monday from hell.
“No, I haven’t met him,” she answered her sister, pulling her cell phone from between her ear and shoulder as she closed the mailbox with a metallic clang. The cool September wind snuck under her jacket, hurrying her up the driveway toward the old fixer-upper she’d nabbed at a bargain two years ago. “It’s not like I’m going to just march over there and introduce myself.”
“Why not?” Marissa’s question was full of challenge. “Remember what Grandma Jean always used to say?”
“Oh, God.” Nikki laughed at the memory of their great-grandma kneading dough as she said, “The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach,” while smiling at their great-grandpa in the living room. “That’s such a cliché.”
“So? I say go for it.”
Much as she wished for a love like her grandparents had for forty-seven years, like what her sister had recently found, she wasn’t about to start depending on her cooking to get there.
“Three other women on my block must’ve had grandmas and sisters who said the same thing because the guy now has enough pies to last him through the weekend. They circle like vultures the moment he gets home.”
“Then make him a cake.”
“Funny.”
“I’m not completely joking. Stake a claim on that man before those other women set their hooks in too deep. Bake a cake, make a casserole, just take something over there.”
She pictured Marissa leaning forward in her chair to slap the table for emphasis. Nikki shook her head while rolling her eyes. She didn’t bother to tell her sister she knew two of the women were already married, so she wasn’t too worried. It would just encourage her encouragement, and she couldn’t imagine jumping into another relationship so soon.
“We’ll meet when we meet. I’m good right where I am.”
“A hot new man is exactly what you need right now.”
“Mar.”
“It’s not like you have to marry him, just have some fun. Joe took you for granted for most of the year you two were together, and you deserve so much better. He’s moved on, you should, too.”
“I will,” she assured her, even as her chest tightened at the reminder of seeing her ex with his new girlfriend last week. “I just want a little time by myself, that’s all.”
Not exactly true, but far better than if she said she wanted Joe back. Telling Marissa she needed time was an explanation her sister should understand, considering she’d said the same thing after her divorce. A year later, she’d been lucky enough to meet the love of her life and his daughter at the zoo.
“Besides,” Nikki added, “At twenty-six, it’s not like my biological clock is ticking too loud.”
“Okay, fine. I’ll shut up. I’m not trying to be a pain, you know. I just want you to be as happy as I am with Eric.”
“I know.” She singled out her front door key on the ring and gave a dramatic sigh. “If only he and Mark had another brother.”
“They’ve got cousins—”
“I’m kidding! Don’t you dare even go there.”
“But Nash and Alex are—”
“Marissa, I’m serious. Don’t.”
As she inserted the key in the lock, the wind whistled around the corner of the porch, carrying the faint sound of a crying baby. Nikki stilled, tilting her head to figure out where it was coming from, but heard nothing more. Frowning, she lowered the phone and turned around to listen as she surveyed her surroundings. Other than the raucous rustle of the autumn-colored leaves on the trees, all else was quiet on the residential street.
I’m hearing things.
Her subconscious mind was probably still preoccupied with work and the babies in her daycare room. Raising the phone to her ear once more, she turned back to unlock the door and caught her sister’s words mid-sentence.
“—after work to help decorate Friday night?”
Savannah’s first birthday party. She stepped inside, then closed and locked the door behind her. “I’m off on Friday, so I can come over whenever you want.”
“How about one?”
“Sounds good.” A ding sounded in the background on Marissa’s end of the line. “Sorry, that’s dinner, and Eric just got home, so I’ll see you Friday.”
Nikki said goodbye and slipped her phone back into her purse. She deposited it on the island counter with the stack of mail, and tossed her jacket onto the stool. A glance in the refrigerator made her slam it shut again and reach into the freezer for a single-serve pizza. Cooking was easier when she’d been doing it for two, not to mention, more enjoyable. Now, it didn’t seem worth the effort for just herself.
While the oven preheated, she went back to thumb through her mail.
Bill.
Junk.
Junk.
Bill.
Bi—
Her gaze snagged on the address field. Samuel Mallin. Not her mail. She checked the street number, realized it was one house over, and gave a short laugh.
Marissa would say it was fate. Her hunky new neighbor’s mail in her box gave her a perfect excuse to head on over to his house. A glance out the living room window confirmed the front porch light combating the growing twilight, but no other illumination inside the house.
He’s late getting home tonight.
Not that she’d been purposely keeping track, but the second day he moved in he’d carried a tool belt, and his biceps had flexed quite impressively as he lifted a five gallon bucket of tools from the back of his pickup. It was near impossible not to notice a tall, muscled guy like him. Especially when the women in her neighborhood kept sauntering up his sidewalk with pies in their hands.
Her gaze returned to his name. Samuel. Picturing his snug T-shirts, and faded jeans that hugged lean hips and a nice ass, she decided Sam was a better fit for his rugged, casual style.
She imagined herself walking up to his door with his mail in her hand. Only slightly more original than the pies, yet sure to look premeditated.
No thanks.
Figuring she had a few more minutes before the pizza could go in the oven, she hurried outside. Another quick glance reconfirmed he wasn’t home, and no red truck cruised down the street, so she slipped across the lawn toward his mailbox. After a late spring and summer, fall had taken it upon itself to arrive way too early in northeast Wisconsin. Without her jacket, the bite of the wind went right through her sweater.
As she reached the mailbox, she once again heard the plaintive wail of a baby crying, only this time it sounded much closer.
Nikki lifted her head and searched for the source as she shivered. Her gaze went no further than her neighbor’s front porch before skidding to an abrupt halt. A baby carrier sat off to the side of his door, and as she stared in disbelief, a little bare hand flailed in the air before dropping back out of sight.
Another cry pierced the chilled air.
Oh my God, he had a baby? That he left out on his front porch?!
With a gasp of horrified outrage, Nikki crammed the envelope in her pocket and ran for the porch. She took the stairs in two strides, and the infant startled as she appeared in its line of vision. Its face scrunched up and the wailing began in earnest.
“Shhh.” Nikki knelt down, speaking quietly to try to calm the baby. A pink blanket and lace-edged hat indicated a girl, and she appeared to be about three or four months old. Further off to the side sat a diaper bag stuffed so full, zipping it wasn’t an option.
How long had the baby been sitting out here? Had he left her that morning, or had he come home and then left her? Nikki had been late getting home from work herself, so the second scenario wasn’t out of the question.
What was out of the question was forgetting one’s child and then not coming back for her.
Nikki grasped the baby’s fingers to see how cold they were. Not too bad, so she couldn’t have been out here long, thank God. But she certainly couldn’t remain out here until her daddy decided to remember her and amble on home. Poor little girl.
The touch of her warm hand seemed to lessen the intensity of the baby’s cries, so she unfastened the safety harness and lifted her into her arms. Using the voice she spoke with to sooth the infants at work, she crooned, “There you go, you sweet little angel. It’s going to be okay. Your daddy will be home soon.”
The irresponsible, dumbass jerk.
Her rocking motion added to the comforting effect, and the baby quieted to hiccupping sniffles. Nikki met a pair of blue eyes still swimming in tears, surrounded by dark, spiked lashes. She gently wiped the moisture off the baby’s rosy cheeks and tiny hands came up to clutch at her fingers. She might as well have reached in and fisted those tiny fingers around Nikki’s heart, because in the time it took to blink away the sudden sting in her own eyes, she fell head over heels in love.
Anger boiled up inside that anyone could forget the helpless little baby—until another thought occurred to her. Had something happened to him? Was the guy lying inside dying, or perhaps already dead?
The thought seemed a little dramatic, but so was finding a baby all alone on his porch. Her stomach knotted and concern superseded anger as she stepped forward to ring the doorbell. While hoping for him to answer, she rewrapped the blanket tighter to keep the little angel warm.
The doorbell summons went unanswered, as did a knock. Nikki tried the door and found it locked, and a peek through the curtain-less window revealed nothing more than sparse furnishings and a few boxes on top of a table in what she assumed was the dining room. No motionless body on the floor that she could see, thank heavens.
Hugging the baby close to keep her warm, she did a circuit of the house to check the garage and the back door. Everything was sealed up tight; no truck tucked away in the garage either. Back on the porch, she rocked the baby while figuring out what to do next. Instead of waiting out in the cold, she decided to keep the infant at her house until the jerk got home.
She’d give him an hour. If he wasn’t back then, she was calling the cops on his negligent ass.
While putting the baby back in the carrier, her fingers brushed something wedged against the padding. She pulled out a piece of wrinkled, folded paper, but before she could open it, the little girl began to cry again.
“Oh, honey, I know. I’ll get you out of there in just a minute.”
She tucked the paper in her pocket alongside Samuel Mallin’s mail before hurrying to gather the diaper bag so she could return to her house. Once inside, she lifted the baby out and silence quickly fell. A muted, electrical tick from the kitchen reminded her she’d been preheating her oven, but she ignored it as she pulled the paper from her pocket and unfolded it.
Sam,
Please don’t hate me. Her name is Ella, and she was born June 5th. I am so sorry to spring this on you out of the blue, but I didn’t know what else to do. Though we’ve had our differences, I trust you will love her and take better care of her than I can.
Rae
Nikki stared at the paper in amazed disbelief. Oh, boy. This changed everything. She refolded the paper and slid it back in her pocket as her gaze fixed on Ella’s face. Marissa had suggested she bring something over to meet the guy.
Pie? Cliche.
Mail? Totally transparent.
Delivering the baby he didn’t know he’d fathered? Now that was original.
 

 
Chapter 2
 
Sam Mallin parked his truck outside the garage and leaned his head back against the seat. He should clear the boxes from inside, but it’d been a long day of roofing after he’d stayed up way too late unpacking last night. At least they’d finished the job before the forecasted rain tomorrow, and once again, Carter was pleased with his work.
A long time ago, he’d learned the hard way job security depended on staying out of trouble, impressing the boss, and keeping him happy. Carter Hansen was one of the nicer men he’d worked for over the years, so he didn’t mind putting in extra effort. Completing the roof meant they could work inside if the weatherman was right about the rain for tomorrow.
Rubbing his hand over the stubble on his jaw as he thought about the next day, he decided the hell with the boxes in his garage and on his dining room table. Tonight, he was going to have a beer, watch Monday Night Football, and go to bed early.
After grabbing the sandwich he’d picked up at Figaro’s in Pulaski, he went inside and flipped on a few lights and the TV. He tossed his sandwich onto the coffee table before heading into the kitchen.
He’d just reached into the refrigerator for a beer when the doorbell chimed. The cheery summons grated across his nerves, making him cringe. Could he ignore this unwanted visitor who appeared to have practically been waiting in the bushes for him?
A glance over his shoulder gave him the answer. Nope. His bare windows, glaring lights, and the volume of the TV made it impossible to pretend he wasn’t home. Curtains and blinds seemed a great investment right about now.
Kicking the fridge shut, he twisted the cap from the bottle. The doorbell went off again, twice as long as before, as if the person on the other side held it down. Damn it. If this was another married woman bringing him pie, he was going to—
Smile, and say, “Thank you.” That’s what neighbors did, right?
He took a long, fortifying pull off his beer, then thumped it on the counter on his way to answer the door. Too bad his neighbor right next door hadn’t been one of those pie-wielding visitors. He’d have invited her inside.
Then he got a glimpse through the window...of her standing on his front porch.
“Well, whadda ya know,” he murmured with a sudden grin of anticipation. Maybe she’d come in and watch the game with him. Hell, he wouldn’t even care if she held a pie in her hands.
He swung the door open and smiled his welcome at the pretty blond. His gaze dropped, then froze. Where he would’ve preferred a pie, she held a baby carrier—complete with baby.
Damn, she had a kid. After what his mother put him and his sister through, he didn’t do women with kids.
“Samuel Mallin?”
He lifted his gaze up from all that pink to a pair of guarded blue eyes. Forcing his lips to maintain their upward curve, he answered, “I prefer Sam. And you’re Nicole, right?”
“Nikki.” She frowned. “How’d you—”
“I had some of your mail in my box yesterday,” he admitted.
“Ah.”
Her wry smile was appealing enough to make him forget about the baby. But it faded fast as she took a breath, shifted her stance, then extended her arms, carrier and all.
“Sam, this is yours.”
There was a crumpled envelope clutched between the fingers of her right hand. Tilting his head, he read his name in the crinkled address field and removed it from her grasp with a laugh. He liked that she’d chosen to bring his mail over personally. If he’d been thinking, he’d have done it first—and found out about the kid.
“Thanks,” he said as her baby began to fuss. “I just put your stuff in your mailbox.”
Nikki lifted the carrier higher with an exasperated huff. “You don’t understand. She is yours.”
In the middle of stuffing the folded envelope into his back pocket, his gaze dropped to the baby. Blue eyes, just like her momma. It took his brain a moment to make the connection, and then his pulse jumped as his eyebrows shot skyward. “Uh...I don’t think so.”
The baby sucked hard on a pacifier, her eyes shifting back and forth as she squirmed in the confined seat. Oh, hell no. He lifted his gaze once more, taking note of the woman’s curves on the way up. Yeah, she was pretty, but not worth this level of crazy. He’d have much preferred another pie.
“May I come in?”
“No,” he stated. “She’s not mine.”
He fumbled for the edge of the door. The woman stepped forward as he began to shut her out.
Her chin lifted and those blue eyes of hers glittered with determination. “Her name is Ella. She’s three and a half months old.”
“I haven’t—”
He broke off as she shouldered her way past, into his living room. Sam closed the door and followed her to the couch where she set the carrier and an overflowing diaper bag. He glanced toward the kitchen, searching out his cell phone on the counter. Was he going to have to call the cops to get rid of her?
The baby started to cry, so Nikki picked her up and rocked her while speaking in a soft, crooning voice. The gentle sound soothed his nerves until common sense returned with a vengeance.
Denial shook his head as he moved to stand in front of her. “Listen, I don’t know what you think you’re going to get out of this, but we’ve never met before, much less done what we would’ve needed to do to create that baby.”
He damn sure would’ve remembered her—though he kept that thought to himself. Anything that could be construed as encouragement would be a dumb move right about now.
Her eyes sparked when she shifted her gaze to meet his. “I said she’s yours, not mine.”
What? “Now you’re really not making sense.”
The pregame music began to play on his TV as she pulled a folded piece of paper from her jeans pocket and handed it over.
“I found her on your front porch an hour ago. Do you know someone named Rae?”
The name hit with the force of a sledgehammer. Oh, God, Raelyn. He slowly reached for the paper, dread sinking in his stomach as he unfolded the note and read the words. He dropped down onto the couch as his legs went numb.
What the hell?
“So you do know her,” Nikki observed, a hint of accusation in her voice.
“Rae is my sister.”
“Your sister?”
Rae. What were you thinking?
“So, Ella really isn’t yours.”
He was an uncle. Who apparently was now expected to care for the child. But he didn’t know the first thing about kids. There was no way in hell he could care for one.
Numb, Sam lifted his gaze to the woman standing before him, still rocking the now-quiet baby as she watched him. Sympathy simmered in her wide blue eyes. She extended the pink bundle in her arms. “You want to hold your niece?”
“No.” Alarm propelled him to his feet, and he moved to put the couch between them. As if a physical barrier would stop what was happening. Man, did he wish that were true.
She smiled with gentle understanding. “Not familiar with babies, are you?”
“No. And I don’t want to become familiar with them.”
“She won’t break,” Nikki assured him as if he hadn’t said that last bit.
Yeah, right. His hands were best at gripping a hammer, or a nail gun, not cradling a tiny human being.
“Can you call your sister?”
He lifted both hands to the back of his head, clasping his fingers tight. “Rae, ah, travels around a lot. We haven’t kept in touch.”
“Obviously.”
The glare he directed her way was ignored.
“Is there anyone else who’s close to her?” she continued. “Or who you could call to help? Your parents, other siblings?”
Frustration mounted and he shook his head. “It’s just us. But there’s no way I can take care of a baby. She’s gotta be joking.”
“Leaving your baby girl with a note on your brother’s porch doesn’t seem like a joke to me,” his neighbor observed with reproach in her voice.
“I don’t know anything about kids. I don’t know what the hell my sister was thinking.” Actually, he might be able to guess, but he wasn’t about to share that information with a stranger.
“You’ll learn.”
“I don’t want to learn,” he exclaimed, lowering his arms.
She glared at him. The baby spit out her pacifier and it tumbled to the floor despite Nikki’s quick grab. She squatted to pick it up, then headed toward the kitchen, her jaw clenched tight, shoulders rigid.
So? What did she care? And what did he care what she thought? Bracing his hands on the back of the couch, he glared at the TV while trying to figure out what to do. White static fuzzed in his head.
He heard the water turn on and off, and then a moment later his neighbor returned to the living room to stand beside him with the baby.
Sam moved a few feet away before turning to face her. “There’s got to be someplace I can call, right? Family services or something.”
Incredulity widened Nikki’s eyes. “She’s your niece. Family. You can’t just turn her over to the state—she’ll end up in foster care with God only knows who!”
Pressure bore down on him, boxing him into a corner, with her and the baby blocking his way to freedom.
“Your sister trusted you.”
“Maybe she shouldn’t have,” he exclaimed. Nikki opened her mouth, and he threw up a hand to ward off her argument. “Just shut up and give me a minute to think about this. I didn’t even know my sister was pregnant!”
He spun around and paced to the kitchen. His neck prickled from the accusatory gaze drilling into his back with each step he took, and he fought not to shrug at the uncomfortable sensation. It crossed his mind to keep going, right out the back door, but it was his own damn house.
“You can think all you want, Sam,” Nikki called after him, “but it doesn’t change the fact that this little baby girl is depending on you to step up and take care of her. She needs you to not abandon her like your sister did.”
The heated reproach in her voice increased the effect of her words tenfold. The two-ton ball of lead sitting in the pit of his stomach grew a thick layer of guilt. He hadn’t stuck around for Rae back when their mother left them with their aunt. Seventeen and pissed off, he’d struck out on his own and didn’t return until his little sister had already headed too far down the wrong road to turn back. He didn’t even know how the hell she’d found him when he’d never been able to locate her over the years.
Damn it. He owed her this, and he knew it.
Sudden silence from the living room brought him around in time to see Nikki set the TV remote on the counter next to his forgotten beer as she entered the kitchen. She stalked right up to him and pushed the baby into his arms before he could do more than take one reflexive step backward. The counter brought him to a jarring halt, trapping him when it dug into his back.
His heart leapt into his throat as his arms involuntarily closed around the tiny bundle. She won’t break. Despite the bulk of the blanket, she felt like a lump of plaster that he might accidentally squish with one wrong move. She was so light. And squirmy.
He stood stiff as a board, afraid any movement would be the wrong one.
“Relax,” Nikki instructed. “Hold her like a wide receiver holds a football as he’s running for the end zone.”
He jerked his gaze up to hers at the surprise analogy.
“Just don’t squeeze too hard,” she cautioned with an encouraging smile.
Sam quickly dropped his gaze. He gingerly shifted the baby, and she settled into the crook of his arm. Not so bad. He lifted his hand to move the blanket away from her face, and one little hand grabbed hold of his work-rough finger. Her skin was soft, but her grip was strong. A sudden lump formed in his throat as he gazed down into the baby’s eyes. They were so full of innocence and trust.
Ella. Indefinable emotion constricted his chest, making it hard to breathe. At the same time, he felt a spontaneous smile tug at the corner of his mouth.
“There you go,” Nikki murmured, an odd note in her soft voice. “See? You’re going to do just fine.”
He glanced up for a brief second, then did a double take. Where those tears in her eyes?
She blinked those long lashes and turned away, headed for the living room. A new surge of alarm engulfed his entire body. Clutching the baby against his chest, he rushed after her. “Where are you going?”
“Home.”
“You can’t leave.”
She detoured for the couch and stopped by the over-stuffed bag next to the baby carrier. “I fed her and changed her just before bringing her over, so you should be good for a couple hours. Your sister left you enough diapers and formula to get you through a day or two, but you’ll need to go shopping soon. The base for the carrier is out on your front porch.”
A picture of first base on a baseball diamond flashed in his mind. “The base?”
“To lock the carrier in your truck when you’re driving. It’s the law, for safety reasons. I can secure it in the back seat before I go, if you want.”
“No, I don’t want. I don’t want any of this.” Panic edged his words as the entire situation threatened to overwhelm him once more. He tried to catch her gaze, but she refused to look directly at him, so he raised his voice when she moved toward the door. “You can’t leave me alone with her.”
The baby jerked in his arms, and her face scrunched up before she let out a wail that scared the shit of him.
“What? What did I do?”
“Don’t yell, it scares her. Talk to her. Softly. And rock her. Gently.”
He stared at the crying baby, but couldn’t think of a thing to say. Rock her. That he could do. Stiff-legged, he moved from side to side. The intensity of the crying lowered a couple notches. The sound of his front door opening brought him to an abrupt halt, and he whipped his head up to see the messenger leaving.
“Nikki—Nicole.”
She closed the door on his panicked appeal. And why wouldn’t she? The infant in his arms wailed louder, and it wasn’t her problem. He desperately resumed the rocking motion that had worked a moment ago. His eardrums vibrated, and his head was beginning to pound in time with his racing heart. A glance out the window caught his neighbor’s front door closing.
Oh, my God, what the hell am I going to do?
He dropped his gaze to his niece’s face.
“Hi.”
Too loud. Softly.
“Hey, there...little girl,” he whispered. “It’s okay. Don’t cry...Ella. Please, don’t cry.”
He started a circuit around the living room, striving to obtain a comfortable rhythm, repeating the same plea about fifty more times as he wracked his brain for a solution. He’d only been in Pulaski for about three months, and while he liked the town well enough to buy a house for the first time in his life, he didn’t have any friends here.
Sure, he joked around with the guys at work, and some of them talked about their wives and kids, but that didn’t mean he was about to call one of them for help with the baby his sister had dumped on him.
His boss, Carter, the one guy he did feel comfortable enough to talk to, was separated from his wife and had no kids. Which left Sam exactly at square one.
A desperate glance at the muted football game told him it’d only been one quarter, but it felt like hours before the baby’s cries subsided to sniffles. Her eyes were red, cheeks wet, and clear boogers coated her upper lip. On his way to the bathroom for a wad of toilet paper, she lifted those little fists and wiped snot all over her face.
Gross.
In the bathroom, he grabbed a washcloth from the linen closet and wet it one-handed. Then he wiped her face, which started her screaming again. Moments later, her little body tensed, and a gurgling eruption sounded from the area where his hand supported her bottom.
His hand grew considerably warmer. And wet.
When the smell hit his nostrils and comprehension struck, it took about two seconds for his gag reflex to kick in.
 

 
Chapter 3 
 
Nikki tossed the leftover piece of her pizza in the garbage as guilt continued to gnaw at her. She’d had to get out of Sam’s house before she never wanted to let that precious little girl go. And yeah, he’d pissed her off with the family services comment, but the expression of sheer terror on his face as she walked out replayed in her mind about every forty-five seconds—pretty much every time he made a circuit of his living room and passed the window.
Yeah, she was spying on purpose this time. From behind the curtain in her dark dining room, with her conscience for company.
Poor guy. He’d admitted to knowing nothing about babies, and she’d just left him, high and dry.
Worse, poor Ella. She needed her as much as Sam did.
Thirty-seven minutes after Nikki left, she stood on his porch again. She didn’t see him through the window, and when she didn’t hear Ella crying, she almost returned to her own place for good. Her neighbor’s family issues weren’t her problem.
Then a faint cry came through the door and reactivated her guilt. She thought about ringing the bell, but didn’t want to add to the baby’s distress. Discovering he hadn’t locked the door behind her earlier, she let herself in and followed the noise. Ella's crying stopped once Nikki entered the hall, and she reached the bathroom in time to see Sam turn his head to the side as he gagged.
A putrid smell reached her nose, and she bit back a smile. “You going to make it?”
He whipped his head around at the sound of her voice. “Oh, thank God. No—take her. I’m gonna throw up.”
Ella ended up in her arms, and Nikki immediately discovered it was more than the smell freaking him out. The blanket was warm and squishy, and liquid soaked into her sleeve and the front of her sweater. Sam backed up, his horrified gaze dropping to his own wet shirt.
“You’ll get used to it...” She trailed off as he turned to dry-heave into the sink.
He reached up to strip his T-shirt off over his head. After tossing it into the tub, he yanked on the handle of the sink faucet to run the water full blast. Three full pumps of the soap dispenser seemed a bit overboard, but he slathered it all over his hands and arm before rinsing clean. Then he grabbed the wadded wash cloth sitting on the edge of the sink to swipe across his stomach.
“Ew,” he groaned. Grimacing, he threw the cloth into the tub with his shirt, then wet a new one and resumed scrubbing.
Nikki's gaze fixed on his chest and abs. Oh, good Lord! He was attractive enough with a shirt on and stubble-covered jaw. All that bare skin and those jeans riding low on his lean hips shot the sexy to a whole ‘nother level. Just the thought of reaching out to test the firmness of those slabs of defined muscles made her mouth go bone dry. Whatever his job was with those tools of his, physical labor had done one heck of a number on his body.
His gaze rose to hers as he reached to shut off the water, and she experienced the full effect of his striking brown eyes in the bright bathroom light. The gold flecks around his pupil gave them a bronze tone, set off all the more by dark lashes and dark brown hair. The word beautiful came to mind, but she doubted he’d appreciate that description.
“Get used to this?” he responded to her earlier comment. “I don’t think so.”
Ella squirmed and began to fuss again. Gathering her wits and reining in her hormones, Nikki shifted the baby in her arms. “Happens to me at least once a day at work, though I don’t usually end up wearing it.”
“Where the hell do you work?”
“At a daycare. Now, grab a couple towels and two wash cloths, and bring them to the dining room table. Your niece needs a bath and a clean diaper.”
In the dining room, she moved aside the boxes on the table with one hand until there was room for the towel. She had him fold it in half and spread it on the table, then laid the baby on the padded surface.
“There you go. Strip her down while I get a bowl of warm water.”
“Me?”
“Yes, you. I came back to give you a few lessons, not do it for you.”
She headed for the kitchen and started searching through his cupboards before he could argue. The emptiness surprised her, even though he’d only moved in a week ago. From what she’d seen in the dining room, the few boxes he had left to unpack were not marked kitchen, and there were no others stacked around the sparse, neat house.
Instead of a bowl, she had to settle for a big metal pot. By the time she filled and carried it over, he’d managed to remove Ella’s one-piece sleeper, leaving her in just her dirty, overflowing diaper. Nikki hid a smile when he turned his head to the side, eyes scrunched tight as his Adam’s apple jerked up and down with a hard swallow.
Once she retrieved wipes, a diaper, and clean clothes from the bag his sister had left, she joined him at the table. “Tomorrow you’ll want to pick up a mat for the bathtub, but for tonight, this’ll have to do.”
“Shouldn’t we be doing this in the tub now? I’m never going to be able to eat at this table again.”
She laughed. “You’ll be fine. We’re out here to give you plenty of room to work. Now, first thing you want to do is check the water temperature. Either dip your elbow in, or drip some on the inside of your wrist. If it’s too hot for you, it’s too hot for Ella. And on the flip side, you don’t want it too cool because it will give her the chills.”
“Didn’t you already check it?”
“Yes, but you should, too.”
He leaned over and submerged his elbow. “Feels fine.”
“Good. Now, undo the diaper and use the front to wipe her as much as you can.”
“Ah…” Sam turned a pleading look her way. “Can’t you just show me?”
Nikki shook her head. “Hands on learning is the best way.”
He started to reach for the baby, then stopped and flipped his palms up. “My hands are really rough.”
Her skin tingled at the thought of those rough hands touching her. She wouldn’t mind one bit.
Stop it!
“You’re wiping with the diaper, not your hands. You’ll be fine.”
With a resigned sigh, he did as instructed. His gag reflex seemed to have been so overwhelmed, it’d now completely given up. Then she realized he was holding his breath.
“You’re gonna want to breathe at some point,” she teased.
He released his breath with a sheepish smile. Damn, the man was hot even while wiping poop off a baby’s butt.
She took the diaper and continued with her directions. “Pick her up under the arms, spreading your fingers so they support the base of her neck, then lift and dip her into the pot so I can rinse her.”
With Ella’s bottom half in the water, Nikki moved in close to rinse off the worst of the poop. Her shoulder rested against Sam’s bare one, and she couldn’t help but notice the heat emanating from his body. Beneath the baby smells, she caught a trace of a man who'd worked all day in the fresh outdoors.
Awareness fluttered deep in her belly, and when her fingers brushed against the tanned skin of his arms as she worked, her pulse began a steady increase. The desire to lean closer to his chest for a deep inhale was quickly squelched when she stepped back to get rid of the soiled towel and spread out the clean one.
“You can lay her back down while I get some clean rinse water.” Sam lifted the baby from the water and she grabbed the pot. “Cover her with the other half of the towel so she doesn’t get cold,” she advised over her shoulder on her way to the bathroom to flush the dirty water.
While filling the pot with fresh water, she noticed his soiled shirt and the washcloth in the tub, and draped them over the stain on her own shirtsleeve. Then she snagged another towel, his antibacterial hand soap, and returned to the dining room. She started to tell him to make sure he bought baby shampoo tomorrow, but decided it would be easier for both of them if she made him a list.
“This is not how I imagined I’d be spending my evening,” he grumbled a few minutes later as she watched him fumble through her bathing instructions. “I was supposed to be watching the game.”
“I know it was a shock, but someday you’ll realize this was more fun.”
He glanced over at her as if she’d lost her mind. “I think the smell has gone to your head.”
His smell certainly had.
“You’ll see,” she predicted with complete confidence. “Besides, you’re getting a crash course here. It’s not always like this.”
“This isn’t normal?” he asked, an obvious hopeful note in his voice.
“No. The poor little angel was probably stressed over the past couple hours and had an upset stomach.”
“Thank God. I was worried when you said it happens to you every day.”
She chuckled as she gathered up the dirty laundry. “Almost every day, but there’s also seven babies in the infant room.”
He looked up without lifting his head, his eyebrows rising to disappear behind the tousled hair covering his forehead. “You take care of seven of them by yourself?”
“There’s two of us in there, so it's not so bad.”
“Still, that’s three and a half apiece.”
His voice and headshake conveyed his amazement as he returned his attention to the table. His big, calloused hands were very gentle with Ella, and though he clearly didn’t know anything about babies, his instincts seemed to be kicking in pretty good. With some time and a little guidance, she bet he’d be a great dad.
No, uncle. Then again, if his sister didn’t return, Ella would probably end up calling him daddy. She’d love to see his face when that happened.
Oh, good Lord, what was she thinking? They’d just met!
She held up the dirty towel and shirt to distract herself again. “Do you have a wash machine I can put this stuff in? While it’s not normal, it probably will happen again, and you’re going to want to soak everything right away so nothing stains.”
“Yeah. The laundry room is through the kitchen to the right.”
Leaving him to finish washing Ella, she went and loaded the machine. Force of habit had her opening the dryer while the washer filled with water. A load of Sam’s clothes reminded her not my house, but as she began to close it again, she noticed a couple of his T-shirts inside. With a viable option in front of her, the last thing she wanted to do was go back out by him with stinky poop stains all over her clothes.
A glance toward the open doorway assured her he was busy with the baby, so she stripped off her pink sweater and threw it in with the other wash. Then she leaned to grab one of his T-shirts and straightened at the exact moment Sam stepped into the laundry room.
 

 
Chapter 4
 
“I was...” Sam completely lost his words when he caught sight of Nikki’s bra and the smooth expanse of creamy skin leading down to her low-rise jeans.
Damn, her breasts filled out those pink satin cups to perfection. Her alluring almond scent had wreaked havoc on his senses while she’d stood so close to wash the baby. The effect had doubled when her fingers brushed his skin as she worked. Seeing all that bare skin, he wanted to touch and taste.
She lifted the T-shirt she’d pulled from his dryer to her chest. Realizing he was blatantly staring, he forced his gaze back to her face. A blush bloomed in her cheeks, but before he could turn away and apologize, she shifted her attention past his shoulder.
“Where’s Ella?”
“On the table.” He glanced back toward the dining room. “I came to grab a clean—”
“You can’t leave her alone!” She swept past him in the confined doorway.
The brush of her breasts against his forearm was instantly forgotten as a fresh wave of alarm shot through him. What had he done wrong? They reached the table to find the jabbering baby kicking her feet beneath the towel and wind-milling her arms. She appeared fine, but Nikki did not appear happy.
“Never leave her alone like that!” Reproach roughened her voice. “She could fall and get hurt.”
God, now he felt even worse for staring at her chest when the baby had been in danger. “I’m sorry. I don’t know these things,” he retorted defensively.
“All you have to do is use some common sense.”
“You said earlier she won’t break.” Guilt raised his voice.
“When you’re holding her, no,” she snapped. “Falling off a table is a whole other matter.”
“I’m sorry,” he repeated, as much to her as to Ella.
“Just...think next time, okay?”
Clenching his jaw against another defensive response, he nodded and stepped forward to lightly place his hand on Ella’s tummy for security. Nikki shoved the black T-shirt she was holding into his other hand and stalked back to the kitchen. Keeping a hold on Ella, he snuck a glance after Nikki, then couldn’t help but fully turn to observe her trim waist and the gentle swell of her hips until she disappeared again. She was one hell of a temptation.
Blowing out a breath, he turned back to the baby and took his hand off her for two seconds so he could pull on his clean shirt. The little girl kept kicking and waving those arms. He leaned forward, braced a hand on either side of her and looked down into her bright, blue eyes.
“I promise I won’t leave you alone like that again,” he whispered.
She made some sort of gurgling noise, then smiled up at him. His chest tightened, and a lump formed in his throat. Her well-being rested square on his shoulders. It scared the shit out of him, and at the same time, a fierce protectiveness rose up inside him to keep her safe from harm.
The sound of the dryer door closing made him straighten and clear his throat. He reached for the new diaper and uncovered the baby’s bottom half. When Nikki’s footsteps tread behind him, he prayed for his voice to sound normal as he asked, “Am I doing this right?”
“Yeah.” She stood to the side, then moved in close as he secured the sticky tabs. Her reach forward brushed her fingers against his, and he pulled away from an instant surge of attraction. She looked damn good in his large, navy T-shirt—would look even better if that’s all she was wearing—but it was definitely not the time for that distraction.
She redid the sticky tabs. “Snug them up so the diaper doesn’t fall off, but not too tight. You should be able to slip one finger here along the waistband.”
He nodded at her demonstration. “Got it. Thanks.”
Ella needed to be his main focus, especially since Nikki had no problem putting the baby first. Was it a woman thing? Natural mothering instinct? Experience from her job?
“We should get her dressed,” Nikki suggested. “Maybe she’ll take a nap while we go over a few other things you’ll need to know.”
“Let me guess. When you say we should get her dressed, you really mean me.”
“You catch on quick.”
Their shared smile gave him that gut-level kick of awareness again. Crap. Thankfully, she swiped the diaper bag from the table and went into the kitchen while he figured out the puzzle of getting the kicking, wiggling infant into her one-piece outfit.
By the time he managed to keep both arms and legs in the right place long enough to slide the zipper toward her chin, Nikki had finished whatever she was doing in his kitchen. She plopped a pad of paper and pen onto the table, then sat and began writing.
He picked Ella up and cradled her like a football again. She settled into his hold without complaint, her eyelids drooping. He rocked her while walking around the table, and she closed her eyes. A surge of satisfaction warmed his insides. One step at a time, and he might be okay.
They might be okay—at least until Rae came back.
On the next time around, a glance over Nikki’s shoulder brought him to a stop. “What’s that?”
“Your shopping list for tomorrow.”
He leaned closer, his gaze skimming the list that took up half the page. Diapers, wipes, formula, blankets, onesies, jacket, mittens, baby shampoo, baby lotion, baby power, bathmat, thermometer, pacifiers, bottles, bottle brush...and she was still writing.
Satisfaction suffocated as reality made him forget how to breathe.
He was solely responsible for this little human being in his arms because he had no idea when Rae would return. Would she change her mind and come back tonight? Tomorrow? Next week? And what the hell was he going to do about work? Clueless as he was, even he knew he couldn’t very well bring a baby to a construction site.
Apprehension swelled like a tsunami. The words on the page blurred. He swallowed hard, then sucked in some air with a desperate gulp.
One step at a time.
One step at a time.
One step...at...a...time.
“Sam? Are you okay?”
Nikki’s question sounded as if she were all the way across the room. He nodded. Thought better of it and shook his head no. Felt like an idiot, and went back to nodding.
Breathe, man, breathe.
She pushed to her feet and took the baby from his arms, then pulled him by his arm around to the front of the couch.
“Sit down before you pass out. Put your head between your knees.”
Once off his feet, the lightheadedness faded and the constriction in his chest eased enough for him to get air into his lungs. He sat up just enough to brace his elbows on his knees and run his hands through his hair. Nikki had put Ella in her carrier and now sat beside him, rubbing her hand on his back.
“You can do this.” Her reassuring voice and comforting touch gave him something to focus on, but the moment the heat from her leg began to seep through his jeans, he got to his feet and headed for the table to pick up the list.
“I know it seems like a lot,” she said as she also rose. “But it’s better to get it over with all at once.”
“Sure, right,” he muttered, annoyed by his pansy reaction. He rescanned the items with a frown. “How much is all this going to cost?”
“Enough. It adds up fast. Is money an issue?”
“I have some savings.” But not much after coming up with the down payment for the house last week.
“If you want to wait until I get home from work, I’ll go with you if you’d like?”
He glanced up from the list in his hand without lifting his head. “Really? You wouldn’t mind?”
“Not at all.”
“Thanks. I’d appreciate the help.” More like pity, but he’d take whatever he could get.
She joined him at the table as he spotted an unsealed envelope that had been beneath the pad of paper. When he started to reach out his hand, Nikki lunged forward and grabbed it first. Holding it behind her back, she backed away. The expression on her face made his eyes narrow in suspicion.
“What is that?”
“Something I don’t think you should see just yet.”
“You looked at it already?”
A hint of guilt flickered in her expression, but she didn’t apologize. “I found it at the bottom of the diaper bag when I emptied it out in the kitchen to see everything you’d need to buy.”
“Then let me see it.”
“After your reaction to a shopping list, it might be better if you give this a day or two. I’d probably have to revive you after you read this one.”
He shrugged to make light of his earlier embarrassment. “I’m not opposed to mouth to mouth resuscitation.”
Her gaze dropped to his lips. He couldn’t help but smile, and color flooded her face. Her gaze jumped back to his when he moved toward her, and the widening of her long lashes exasperated him enough that he stalked forward, hand outstretched.
“Oh, for God’s sake, I’m not going to touch you or pass out. Just give me the damn envelope.”
Backed up against the window counter between his living room and kitchen, she handed it over without further argument. Curiosity made him pause. He flicked his gaze down to her mouth, let it linger long enough to notice her breath hitch, then lifted his attention back to her eyes. Sensual awareness simmered in those blue depths, making him wish he could lean in and kiss her right now.
Instead, he removed the paper and unfolded it before lowering his gaze from hers to the typed document.
He read from top to bottom, but once he saw his name, and words like affidavit and guardianship, nothing else registered. He backed up and braced his butt against the edge of the dining room table to read it again.
Nikki didn’t say anything as he succeeded in processing the full contents of the letter the second time around. Rae hadn’t dropped off Ella on a whim. She’d thought this thing through enough to fill out an official document giving him full custody, including all medical and schooling decisions in the future.
He didn’t know why she’d left her daughter, but the paper in his hands made it pretty clear she wouldn’t be back tomorrow. Or next month. Maybe never.
“You okay?”
Sam swallowed past the regret clogging his throat and the incredible responsibility that’d been dumped on his shoulders without a hint of warning. “Yeah.”
His voice cracked, forcing him to clear his throat while folding the letter to shove it back in the envelope. He avoided Nikki’s gaze as he straightened.
“What time will you be home from work tomorrow?”
“About five o’clock. We can run to a couple stores in Green Bay.”
Pity softened her voice, which only strengthened his resolve to start handling the situation like a man no matter how queasy he felt on the inside.
“You mentioned earlier about feeding her before you came over. Can you show me what I need to know about that?”
“Sure. I made up the two empty bottles your sister left, but you’ll need to know how to mix the formula after those are gone.”
He followed her into the kitchen and slipped the envelope into one of his empty drawers. “And can I get the name of where you work? I’ll need someplace to take her while I’m working.”
She paused with the refrigerator door open. “We’re at full capacity, but there are a couple other places I could recommend. I’ll write them down before I leave.”
“Thanks.”
Figured, since she was the one person he’d trust to take care of his niece at the moment. But with her suggestions, hopefully he’d have care lined up by tomorrow and be back to work by Wednesday. He had barely three months under his belt at Hansen Construction, and couldn’t really afford one day off, let alone enough time to sort out this mess.
While Ella slept in her carrier, Sam took notes on how to feed and burp her, and anything else Nikki shared with him. There were a lot of tips and warnings, and sheer determination kept the looming apprehension at bay.
She gave him her cell phone number, her sister’s cell phone number—not that he’d call a complete stranger—and then he watched her walk back to her own house from his front porch, feeling like he’d just lost his lifeline in a new game of Survivor.
 

 
Chapter 5
 
Nikki dashed through the cold rain from her car to her sister’s front door. Two of the parents had picked up their children after a half day, so she’d been able to leave early and hoped to borrow some of Marissa and Eric’s larger baby items before taking Sam shopping.
Marissa answered the door, but didn’t bother to say more than “Hey,” as she turned back toward the kitchen. “I didn’t think I’d see you until Friday afternoon for the party.”
“I need to see if I can borrow a few things from you.”
“Sure, as long as you don’t need them right now, or can find ‘em yourself.” Her sister gave her an apologetic look as she closed the dishwasher and grabbed the dishrag from the sink. “Eric took the kids to the library, and I’m leaving for my book club at the coffee shop in a few minutes. Shouldn’t you be at work anyway?”
Nikki leaned her elbows on the higher level of the counter that separated the open space between the kitchen and the cathedral ceiling living room of the log home Eric had built. “Early day, and besides, it’s been weird there lately, so I was glad to get out. A lot of tension and closed door meetings between Claire and Ron.”
“Did Mallory say anything about what’s going on?”
“She doesn’t have a clue either, and all the secrecy has everyone walking on eggshells.”
“She’d tell you if she knew, wouldn’t she?”
“I think so.”
Nikki had met Mallory Parker the first day of community college, and they’d been friends ever since. She’d started working at Sunny Days Daycare right out of high school, been promoted to manager after they’d graduated, and hired Nikki the next day.
“Well, hopefully it’s nothing,” Marissa said. “And I’m sorry to rush you, but I’m going to have to go in a few minutes, so what do you need to borrow?”
After a moment of hesitation, she decided to jump right in. “I finally met my neighbor last night.”
Marissa’s eyes lit as she glanced up from wiping the counter. “Yeah? Did you take him a cake? Are you here for lingerie?”
She laughed. “Oh, God no, on the cake and the lingerie. I brought him a baby.”
“A baby what?”
“A baby. Like Savannah, only about eight months younger.”
Her sister braced both hands on the counter, eyes narrowed as if trying to gauge if Nikki was pulling her leg or telling the truth. Apparently, she decided the latter, because she tossed the dishrag into the sink and pointed to the kitchen table. “Screw book club. You’re so going to explain that one.”
“You got some hot chocolate?”
“Always.” Marissa reached up into the cupboard. “Now start talking.”
By the time her sister carried the two full mugs of steaming milk chocolate to the table, Nikki had relayed the main events from the evening before. For her own sake, she left out the bra incident, Sam’s later joke about mouth to mouth resuscitation, and the heated moment when she’d thought he might kiss her. She didn’t need to provide her older sister with any extra ammunition.
“How perfect,” Marissa declared.
She raised her eyebrows.
“Well, not for Sam, the poor guy. For you. Knowing all about babies and stuff, you can spend all kinds of time with him now.”
“It’s not like that.”
“But it could be. Just think—”
“I don’t want it to be,” Nikki retorted while lifting her mug. The last thing she wanted was for him to want her around just because she could help him with Ella.
“Yeah, okay, I get that.”
But wait...did she want him to want her around for other reasons? Like that kiss she’d been disappointed not to get last night?
Um, duh.
Marissa sipped her hot chocolate, then abruptly got up and headed over to their pantry cupboard next to the fridge. “One hundred percent serious now, that had to be quite the surprise, finding out about the baby out of the blue. I can’t even imagine.”
Imagining had almost gotten Nikki in trouble when she’d left him on the porch, looking like he needed a hug and someone to promise him everything would be okay. She’d forced herself to keep walking, and it’d taken a lot of willpower not to go over and check on him and Ella before she left for work this morning.
Then she caved the moment she parked her car and texted him to see how the night had gone. He’d responded with a short ok. She asked, Really? He admitted, didn’t get much sleep. Which was completely understandable, even if the baby had slept—which she hadn’t.
He’d texted a few questions over the next couple of hours, and when he sent a picture of Ella finally napping after twelve-thirty, Nikki’s heart had swelled with happiness that he’d thought to share it with her. Asleep, she was a picture-perfect angel.
She’d jumped at the chance to leave early, excited to show up again as the heroine on his porch with a carload of baby gear from Marissa and Eric. Sam would be so impressed.
Nikki’s hand froze with the mug mid-way to her mouth for another sip. Well, damn it all, anyway. She’d totally set herself up for the exact situation she’d just insisted she didn’t want—Sam wanting her around for help with the baby. Had Joe’s rejection made her that desperate to be wanted by someone?
Marissa returned with a bag of mini-marshmallows and dumped a handful into both mugs, saving her from analyzing the unsettling question at the moment. Unfortunately, she knew she’d come back to it at some point, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer.
“There were a few rough moments when I sprang the news on Sam,” Nikki admitted without confiding her revelations to her best friend. “But I think he’ll do okay. After the shock wore off, he stepped up to do what needed to be done.”
“So, these things you want to borrow...I take it they’re for the baby?”
Nikki gave a sheepish grin. “Do you mind? He obviously only has what his sister left in the diaper bag.”
“Of course I don’t mind. In fact, I cleaned out Savannah’s closet a couple of weeks ago, but didn’t have a chance to drop of the clothes anywhere, so you can take whatever you need.”
“That would be great. He said he has some money in savings, but I know everything adds up fast.”
“Multiply everything times five and that’s why Eric got snipped after Savannah. No more surprises for us.”
Nikki smiled as she led her downstairs. Yeah, the twins had been one surprise, and then three months later her sister had found out she was pregnant again. Added to the two daughters they had from previous marriages, Marissa and Eric had grown their family fast. She’d lost count of how many times she’d wished for a smidgeon of what they had. One baby, maybe two.
They spent the next hour loading up clothes and other items Sam would need for Ella. Savannah was still in a crib, but with three-year-old Ethan and Evan in toddler beds, Marissa insisted Nikki take the second crib they’d used for the twins. They carried it upstairs to the front porch, even though it wouldn’t fit in her small car.
“I can have Eric run it over later, if you want?”
“Whoa,” came a deep voice from the kitchen. “What are you volunteering me for, woman?”
Marissa spun around as Eric sauntered into the room, then lifted her head for a quick kiss. Nikki was used to the frequent displays of affection that ran in the Riley family, but after Joe had dumped her, they brought an extra pang of longing.
“Delivery services,” Marissa informed Eric. “When did you get home?”
“A couple minutes ago. Savannah fell asleep, so I laid her down. The rest of the herd is out by the swing set. Heather and Reese are watching the twins.”
Nikki grinned at her brother-in-law’s description of his brood.
“What am I delivering?”
“A crib for Nikki.”
Eric’s surprised, steel-gray gaze bounced from his wife to his sister-in-law. “Ah...congratulations?”
“No, definitely not. It’s for my neighbor.”
His eyebrows rose another notch. “Oh...the hunky new neighbor on the right?”
She turned an accusing gaze toward her sister. 
Marissa shrugged and grinned. “He eavesdrops, I can’t help it.”
Eric didn’t look the least bit ashamed. “Marissa never said anything about him having a baby.”
“It’s a long story, but I’ve gotta get going.” She edged toward the door. “Since she’s filled you in on everything else, Mar will catch you up on the situation, and I’ll call about the crib later. If it’s not raining, we’ll stop by to pick it up on our way back from Green Bay.”
***
Nikki bypassed her driveway and pulled into Sam’s about three-thirty. He met her out on the porch as she climbed the stairs with a couple of bags in each hand.
“Thank God you’re here.” He spoke in an undertone, even though he’d closed the door behind him. “Sherri from down the street stopped by to pick up her pie plate,” he did air quotes, “and once she saw Ella, she pushed her way inside and now I can’t get her to leave.”
She forced a smile past a sudden surge of possessiveness at the thought of someone else helping him with the sweet little angel. “Sam, didn’t you know? Babies are chick magnets.”
He frowned and reached to take some of the bags she carried. “I don’t want any more women in my life right now. Ella is all I can handle.”
She wanted to point out she was a woman, but of course, that’d be stupid.
“Besides,” he added while jabbing a finger toward his house. “She’s married, and at least ten years older than me.”
“Fifteen. She looks good for her age.” Nikki grinned at his scandalized expression. “Never had a married cougar chase you before?”
He gripped the door handle, his golden gaze narrowed in her direction. “No.”
“Want me to get rid of her for you?”
“Please.”
He opened the door and stood aside for her to go first. She smiled on her way past, then located the pretty redhead sitting on his couch. “Oh, hey, Sherri.”
A flash of consternation crossed the artfully made-up face before the woman smoothed out her expression with a syrupy smile. “Hello, Nikki. Are you still working that babysitting job?”
Deep breath. Ignore the jab. “Yes, I’m still at the daycare.”
She dropped her bags by the coffee table and took the sleeping baby from the older woman’s arms without hesitation. With the bulk of the blanket removed, Sherri’s generous cleavage was on full display. Nikki was impressed she’d even bothered to hold the little girl.
“I saw Tom mowing the lawn when I drove past.” She adjusted adjusted the warm bundle in her arms. “You should’ve had him come down to meet Ella and Sam. I bet he and your husband would get along great.”
Sherri shifted her gaze away when Nikki put slight emphasis on the word husband. She gathered her coat and the pie plate sitting on the coffee table as she stood. “Maybe next time.”
“I’d definitely like to meet Tom,” Sam agreed from where he stood near the front door.
The woman gave Nikki an impressive glaring smile before clearing her expression to walk toward Sam. She handed him her rain coat, then turned her back for him to help her put it on.
“Give me a call if you ever need...anything.”
The suggestive offer sent Sam’s eyebrows toward the disheveled hair brushing his forehead as he glanced sideways at Nikki. She shrugged, struggling to hold back her grin.
“Thanks, but Nik and I have it covered.”
Nikki turned away as her pulse gave a little kick. She didn’t face him again until she heard the door close and Sam’s tired sigh.
“Thank you. She’s been here for almost two hours.”
“You could’ve asked her to leave.”
“I tried to hint, but when she didn’t get it, I felt like a jerk stating it outright.”
“Next time be a jerk,” she suggested.
“Eh,” he muttered with a one-shouldered shrug.
She ran her gaze over his rumpled hair, the dark circles under his eyes, and the added length of stubble on his jaw. He still wore the black T-shirt he’d put on last night, and not only did it look like he’d slept in it, but Ella had spit up on him at least three times. He leaned past her to set the bags in his hands next to the ones she’d dropped, and she’d bet he didn’t even know about the one streaking down his back to made it four.
He’d been through the wringer the past twenty-four hours and needed a break.
“No ‘eh’ about it,” Nikki ordered as he straightened and turned to face her. “New parents learn quick—you nap when the baby naps, even if you have to be a little rude to persistent neighbors.”
“I could’ve used a nap today.” He plucked at his stained shirt with a grimace. “And a shower.”
“I’ll tell you what. I’ll take Ella back to my house while I change and get a few things done, and you can shower and nap before we head into Green Bay.”
“I can’t ask you to do that.”
“You didn’t, I offered.” She wrinkled her nose and gave him a shove on the arm. “Go. You stink.”
His low chuckle sounded as tired as he looked. “Gee, thanks. That’s what every guy wants a pretty girl to say to him.”
She flushed at his words, but managed a nonchalant shrug. “Well, you do have spit-up down your back.”
He cringed. “I forgot about that one after it dried. You sure you don’t mind?”
“I’m sure. Take a couple hours. We’ve got time.”
At the bottom of the stairs, he paused with his hand on the railing. “By the way, what’s in all the bags?”
“Clothes and baby stuff from my sister.” She put Ella in her carrier and slung the diaper bag strap over her shoulder. “Her youngest turns one on Friday, and they’re done having kids, so she said you could have them.”
His gaze shifted from one bag to the next.
“There’s more in my car. Plus, they had twins three years ago, so they’ve even got an extra crib you can borrow.”
“I don’t know what to say. That’s really nice of them.”
“Eh.” She shrugged, mimicking his expression from earlier. “We’re a nice family.”
His serious gaze locked with hers for a long moment, then he flashed a smile, and continued upstairs. She silently admonished her heartbeat to relax as he disappeared. Then she lifted the carrier and watched Ella’s mouth purse in her sleep.
“Oh, angel, we’re going to need to work on your sleep schedule, or you’ll drive your uncle insane.”
At her house, she started a load of laundry and folded the clothes from the dryer, did the few dishes sitting on her kitchen counter, then carried the baby up to her bedroom. A quick wash of her hair, then she’d change and be ready when Sam woke up from his nap. She set the carrier on the floor next to her bed, grabbed a light blue scoop neck sweater from the closet, and headed into the bathroom.
No more than she turned on the water and bent over to dunk her head under the faucet, she thought she heard something downstairs. When she shut off the water, she heard Sam’s voice from her living room.
“Hel-lo? I knocked, but no one answered.”
Crap. Why isn’t he sleeping?
“I’m upstairs,” she hollered back, keeping her dripping hair over the sink. “We’ll be down in a few minutes.”
She turned on the water again and lathered shampoo along her scalp before working it through the length of her hair.
“That’s an interesting position.”
Nikki’s heart jerked in tandem with her head, which stopped when it hit the faucet. “Ow.” Her pulse, on the other hand, kept on racing.
She peered up at him from under her arm. “You were supposed to stay downstairs.”
“Sorry.”
The humor in his voice told her he wasn’t. Imagining the view he must be enjoying, she snapped, “Get out.”
He retreated only as far as her bed. Another peek through the open bathroom door revealed he’d reclined against her headboard, his fingers linked across his stomach, legs crossed at the ankles with his booted feet hanging off the edge of her navy blue bedspread.
It appeared his eyes were closed, though she couldn’t be entirely sure at this angle. Maybe he’d take that nap.
On her bed. Oh, man.
She finished rinsing her hair, towel dried and wrapped it, then moved behind the door to change her top. After a quick touch-up of her makeup, she blow dried her hair, scrunching the long strands to enhance the slight curl she usually combed straight.
Sam hadn’t said a word or moved. She walked gingerly toward the side of the bed, intending to take Ella downstairs so he could rest. Plus, if she waited up here for him to wake up, he’d find her in a puddle of drool. Now clean-shaven, the man was way too enticing, laying there all relaxed, asleep on her bed. What a way to put Joe behind her.
Her gaze swept down the length of his body, then retraced its path to linger on the shirt stretched across his chest and flat stomach. Too many clothes hiding the sexy physique she knew lie underneath, but what was a girl to do?
Be smart and leave the room.
Right. Her fingers closed around the handle of the baby carrier.
“Ready?”
She yanked her hand back, choking on a shriek as Sam swung his legs off the bed while sitting up.
“Stop doing that!”
He chuckled as he stood, then strode from the room with Ella’s carrier in his hand. “Why? It’s kinda fun.”
 

 
Chapter 6
 
Sam checked his list as he pushed the cart down to the end of the medicine aisle in the grocery store. Only three more items to go. Ella was making up for having been awake most of the previous night by sleeping much of the evening, which made the shopping much easier.
Man, he couldn’t believe it, but he was having fun. Sure, he was still exhausted, getting really hungry, had spent a boatload of money even with all the items from Nikki’s sister, and despite all that, he’d had more fun since Nikki came home than he’d had in months.
He liked her. Liked that she hadn’t freaked out last night when he’d accidentally caught her in her bra. Liked that she’d texted him to check on them during the day. Liked that she’d acted like a momma bear as she ejected Sherri from his home. Liked that she wasn’t fussy, and looked beautiful after taking barely fifteen minutes to wash her hair and go. Really liked that she’d taken the time to check him out on the bed.
Strange, but he realized her help with Ella was just a bonus. Wonder what she’d say if he actually asked her out for a date? Dinner. A movie. Something other than shopping for baby stuff.
Having reached the children’s medicines, he shifted his gaze to his sleeping niece. Hmm...dating was probably out of the question for a while, or at least until he got a handle on his new reality. Besides, Nikki was his neighbor, a girl-next-door kind of girl who a guy settled down with. Not one of those couple-nights-of-fun-pass-the-time kind of girl he was used to in his life.
With a sigh that sounded suspiciously like regret even to his ears, he found the fever reducer written on the list and grabbed a box to drop it into the cart.
The sound of Nikki’s voice caught his attention. Yeah, damn it, he liked her voice, too. He eased back on his heel to glance past the end of the aisle without lifting his head. She’d split up from him to pick up some groceries for herself, and now stood at the end of the next aisle over in front of a tall, dark-haired man and a brunette.
Something about the situation seemed off, and it went beyond the man’s expensive tailored suit and the woman’s sexy dress that seemed all wrong for a trip to the grocery store. Nikki’s voice had a defensive edge, and from what he could see of her expression in profile, she appeared upset.
None of them noticed him, so he shifted his gaze from her, to the man, to the woman clinging to the guy’s arm. While she wasn’t quite smiling, the upward tilt of her lips bordered on smug. In fact, both of them seemed a little...self-satisfied, though in different ways.
“Joe, we should go,” the brunette urged. “There’s no need to make this harder on her than it already is.”
“In a minute.” He didn’t move his gaze from Nikki’s face. “Nicole, I’m really sorry—”
“Oh, God, please don’t,” she interrupted with a harsh laugh, lifting her chin as she sniffed. “This isn’t for you, it’s allergies. I haven’t cried over you since the day after you left, so don’t flatter yourself.”
The guy was her ex? Sounded like he’d dumped her, and damn, she was crying over him, but trying to save face. Joe’s expression of concerned pity as he stood in front of her with a new girlfriend pissed Sam off. He transferred his gaze to the rows of pharmaceuticals in front of him.
“I don’t remember you having allergies,” Joe said to Nikki in the other aisle.
There—allergy medicine.
Leaning back on his heel once more, Sam raised his voice. “Hey, Nik? Did you want the regular Claritin, or the generic brand?”
She whipped her head around, those shimmering eyes wide with surprise. “Um, generic’s fine.”
“Got it.”
He grabbed a box, tossed it over Ella’s carrier, and pushed the cart around the corner. Nikki didn’t resist when he took her overloaded hand-basket and slid it onto the bottom rack of the cart. “All right, then, looks like we’re set. How about—” He straightened and pretended to suddenly notice the other two. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”
“It’s okay.” Nikki eased closer to him and checked the baby carrier. “How’s Ella doing?”
“Still out like a light.”
“Good. I’ve got everything I need, too. Let’s go.”
“Excuse me.” Joe’s raised voice demanded their attention. “Who are you?”
“Sam.”
The man’s gaze made a quick circuit from Sam, to the baby, to Nikki, and back to Sam. Speculation glittered in his eyes, and when Sam didn’t volunteer any further information, his jaw tightened.
“I’m Joe,” he stated, extending his hand.
Good for you. Much as he wanted to, Sam couldn’t very well ignore the introduction. He gripped tight for a brief shake, then pulled away before Joe could turn it into a pissing contest. Sam offered a pointed greeting to the sophisticated brunette and found out her name was Tanya.
Returning his full attention to Nikki, he lifted his hand to span the small of her back. “Did you decide where you’d like to go to dinner yet?”
To her credit, she only hesitated one beat. “How about Mexican?”
“I’m good with whatever you want, you know that, babe.”
He grinned at her quick upward glance, and bent to press a kiss to her lips. Her eyes widened in the split second before contact, then her lashes swept down. Sam lingered for an extra heartbeat, rubbing his hand up her back to her shoulder, wishing he could pull her close and savor the moment. Her lips were warm, soft, and as intriguing as the small catch in her breath.
But now was not the time to explore possibilities, and his desires were not the point of this kiss, so he eased back. She lowered her chin before he could gauge her reaction. Without a goodbye for her ex, she grabbed the cart and bee-lined for the front of the store. Sam started after her, then turned back as if he’d just remembered the other two. Joe’s stunned expression made his impulse move that much sweeter.
“Sorry, but we’ve got to go. We’ll see you around.”
“Yeah, you will.”
Sam ignored Joe’s muttered response and followed Nikki to the checkout stations. She glanced over as she started to unload her groceries from the basket underneath.
“Thank you.”
Okay, good, she’s not mad.
“You’re welcome.” He leaned closer and caught the scent of her almond-scented shampoo. Because he liked teasing her, he asked, “Would you like another?”
Pink tinged her cheeks and the item in her hands tumbled onto the conveyor belt. “I meant about with Joe.”
“I know.” Yep, he definitely liked teasing her.
She smiled as he began to help, but it faded as her gaze shifted past him. His quick glance spotted the over-dressed couple coming toward the checkouts. They didn’t say anything, but Sam noticed Joe watching the two of them, so he made sure to keep close to Nikki. He even got her to laugh as they hurried to his truck through the cold drizzle that’d been falling all day.
“So, seriously now, where would you like to eat?” he asked after they’d closed the cab doors.
“We don’t have to stop anywhere. I can make something at home.”
“Dinner is the least I can do after everything you’ve done for me.”
“Sam, I know you were just trying to help in there. I really don’t expect you to take me to dinner,” she insisted.
“The thing is, you might be able to make something at home, but my fridge is empty. And I’m starving. And I have all this stuff to unpack when I get home and Ella will probably wake up as soon as—”
Laughing, she held up her hand. “Okay, I get it. You can buy me dinner.”
“Great. Where’s a good Mexican place?”
She directed him to a little place called El Azteca on the west side of Green Bay. Ella woke up and began fussing as they pulled into the parking lot. In the interest of saving time, Nikki handled the diaper change, and then he fed the bottle while they waited for their food. Thanks to the practice he’d had on his own earlier that day, he only felt slightly self-conscious handling the squirming infant. Once she had the bottle clutched in her little hands, though, she got right down to business sucking down her dinner.
“You’re doing great with her.”
“I’ve got a good teacher.”
Nikki smiled at the compliment, but seemed contemplative as their food arrived and they began to eat. He wondered if she was thinking about what had happened in the grocery store. If she was, he hoped it was his kiss, but the odds were she was thinking about her ex. Was she still carrying a torch for the guy?
That he didn’t like. Not one bit, but he also hadn’t liked those tears in her eyes.
Joe, on the other hand, hadn’t seemed to like seeing her with someone else, even as another woman clung to his arm. Of course, Sam had no clue why they’d broken up, but maybe seeing Nikki with him made the guy realize the grass wasn’t always greener on the other side of the fence.
The idea lingered in his mind as they drove home and unloaded the truck. When she followed him outside for a second armload of his purchases, he reluctantly offered her a way out. “I appreciate the help, but you’ve done way more than enough.”
“I don’t mind,” she argued, reaching to take the bag containing the new baby monitor. “Unless you’ve had enough of me?”
She clearly tried to pass the comment off as a joke, but he heard a vulnerable undercurrent in her words, and she didn’t lower her gaze quick enough to hide a glint of insecurity. It made him dislike Joe even more.
“I haven’t had near enough,” he stated, his voice low. Her quick upward glance prompted him to add in a less serious voice, “I just don’t want you to think I’m taking advantage.”
“I don’t.”
They spent the next two hours setting up a nursery for Ella in one of his two spare bedrooms upstairs. Once the last diaper was unpacked, and the clothes put away in an extra dresser they’d carried over from her house, everything was set except for the crib.
Her brother-in-law had offered to bring it over, but after all they’d given him already, he didn’t want to put the guy out in the nasty weather. Plus, Nikki assured him the playpen he’d bought would suffice for tonight, so Sam had insisted he’d pick up the crib tomorrow.
Once back downstairs, he expected her to hand Ella over and say goodnight. Instead, she laid her in the playpen, and they stood together watching the little girl smiling up at them as she kicked her feet. He couldn’t believe how important she’d become to him in a mere twenty-four hours.
And Nikki, too. They got along like they’d been friends for years, yet working side by side with her, he’d kept biting his tongue to keep from asking about her past. God, it was bugging the hell out of him, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to analyze why.
Well, he knew part of the reason why—he wanted to kiss her again. A real kiss, with give and take, touching and tasting. Anticipation sped up his pulse when she straightened after giving Ella a rattle.
He couldn’t take it anymore. Slipping his hands into his front pockets, he did his best to sound casual. “So…this Joe guy…were you two together long?”
Her shoulders stiffened, and her fingers tightened on the edge of the playpen. “About a year.”
Hm. More than few dates. Coupled with the tears at the grocery store, it didn’t bode well for him. “Do you mind me asking what happened?”
She shrugged, her gaze still fixed on Ella. “We didn’t want the same things.”
“Such as?”
“Marriage. Kids. I wanted them, he didn’t, so he left.”
Ah ha. That sounded familiar. It was the exact reason he’d avoided serious relationships since he was seventeen. He’d always believed he was better off on his own, and putting himself in the position to be left again was never an option. Hell, up until he’d decided to buy this house, he’d never even stayed in one place long enough to worry about what would happen if he met someone he could imagine spending more than a couple nights with.
Yet, when he’d least expected it, he found himself responsible for a baby and watching a woman who made the idea of a family something appealing enough to consider.
“How long has it been since he left?”
“About a month.”
He made himself ask the next question, though he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer. “Do you still have feelings for him?”
After a slight hesitation, she turned to face him. “The night he told me it was over, I thought he was going to propose. I would’ve said yes.”
Sam hunched his shoulders, keeping his hands in his pockets when he really wanted to reach out and hug her. “I can see where it would hurt that he moved on so fast.”
“That’s the difference between being prepared to spend the rest of your life with someone and not.” She moved away, snagging the diaper bag to carry it into the kitchen. Sam joined her, leaning back against the counter as she removed the empty bottle and rinsed it.
“If it’s any consolation, he didn’t look too pleased at the idea of the two of us together. I got the impression he was a little bit jealous.”
“Joe never got jealous.”
“Did you look at his face?”
“No.”
“He was jealous.”
She paused, her head tilted. “You think so?
Yeah, he thought so. He just wished she didn’t sound so hopeful about the possibility. Like she’d take the guy back if he decided to hop over to her side of the fence again. The thought made him want to growl in disapproval.
Sam opened the dishwasher to set the empty bottle inside and an idea popped into his head. His initial response was to shove the ridiculous notion away. Then he thought better of it and decided, what the hell, why not? She’d probably say no, and if she didn’t, it would give him a reason to get close to her besides Ella. He liked that possibility because if she said yes, he could make his own case in the process.
Make your own case?
Without giving himself a chance to rethink the insanity of his proposal, he closed the dishwasher and blurted out his offer. “I’ll help you get him back if you want.”
 

 
Chapter 7
 
Nikki blinked at Sam, shocked by his suggestion. Where’d he get the idea she wanted Joe back?
Did she want him back?
No.
The instant answer brought relief. She lifted her gaze to Sam’s, curious why he’d offer such a thing. “Why would you do that?”
“You’ve been helping me with Ella, so I’m returning the favor.” He averted his gaze, picking up the dishrag to swipe across the counter before folding it once, twice. “Based on your response in the grocery store, obviously you still care for him.”
And she hadn’t denied having residual feelings a moment ago when he’d asked her outright. The truth was, her emotional reaction in the store had more to do with the realization that Joe’s rejection had made her need Sam to want her. Even if he only wanted help with the baby, she was desperate enough to take whatever she could get.
Not a good way to start a relationship, and yet, face to face with Joe and his new girlfriend, that truth had blindsided her.
Standing with Sam now, contemplating his offer, frustration swirled like fog in the wind. Darn it, she wanted to move on with her life, and she liked him. She wanted to get to know him better, and definitely wanted to explore the surge of electricity that had tingled through her when his lips met hers in the store. Unfortunately, he’d said outright he wasn’t looking to add the complication of a relationship to his suddenly upside down life. Which left her with no reason to spend time with him once he settled into a manageable routine with the baby.
Unless...she took him up on his proposal. Could she figure out a way to make him want her for more than Ella?
Lounging a mere three feet away with one lean hip against the counter, he was the definition of sexy. He’d rolled up the sleeves of his hunter green flannel shirt, revealing muscled forearms, and the way his jeans fit should be outlawed. She’d love to tell him what she really wanted instead of pretending, but she wasn’t brave enough to put her desires front and center. Joe’s supple Italian leather dress shoes had already done damage. Sam’s steel-toed work boots were too big for her bruised heart to survive any kind of emotional stomping.
However, if he thought he was ‘helping’ her, she wouldn’t have to risk admitting anything.
“How exactly would we go about this?” she ventured, her pulse kicking up a notch.
“Make him jealous.”
Good answer, except... “I told you, Joe isn’t the jealous type. He knew he never had anything to worry about.”
“He does now.”
Does? Or thinks he does?
“I can assure you,” Sam continued. “He did not like it when I kissed you.”
“No?”
“Definitely not. If you’d have said goodbye to him afterward, you would have seen it.”
“You surprised me,” she defended. “I didn’t want him to see that on my face.”
“Sorry.”
“It’s okay.”
It was so okay she wanted him to do it again.
He pushed the dishrag across the counter, bunched it in his hand, and tossed it in the sink while taking a step closer. “Your reaction could be a problem, though. I would suggest we practice so the next time you’re not caught off guard.”
Next time. “You’re full of suggestions tonight.”
One shoulder lifted as he gave her a cute grin.
“Okay.”
The grin widened, yet he didn’t move. So she took a step forward. And smiled. All the while her heart beat so fast it practically climbed her throat. Heat flooded her face, filled her body. Expectation stole her breath. She closed the remaining distance between them, lifting her hands to his broad shoulders. His rose to rest lightly on her hips.
The absurdity of the situation made her draw back. Their gazes locked, and her humor reflected in his gold-hued eyes. Encouraged, she returned to her position, but this time flattened her palms on his chest. Beneath those flannel-covered muscles, his heart pounded as hard as hers. Thank God. He began to lower his head as she tilted her face up to his and closed her eyes.
His breath caressed her lips, and out of nowhere, amusement bubbled up. Rocking back on her heels so she didn’t laugh right in his face, she lifted her lashes to see his smile lined with confusion. His fingers tightened on her hips, checking her withdrawal.
“That’s a new one for me.”
“I’m sorry.” She drew in a breath, and tried to stem her mirth. “It just...struck me as funny—or pathetic, really, that I need to practice kissing.”
He tilted his head a bit to the right, eyes narrowed. His smile faded. With a firm, decisive tug, he drew her body flush with his. The full contact curbed her amusement, and then his mouth covered hers.
Nikki’s senses rocketed into overdrive, registering his stimulating strength. Despite his take-charge move, he took his time easing into the kiss, exploring her lips, giving her a chance to get comfortable and enjoy his sensual expertise.
It was nice—really nice—and yet, the moment she murmured a throaty approval, the intensity of the kiss changed. Passion replaced courtesy, and the controlled power in his embrace stirred butterflies in her stomach. She was good with that, too.
Winding her arms around his neck, she pulled herself closer, opening her mouth to invite him in. He took full advantage, sliding his tongue inside to caress hers.
Time slowed as reality narrowed to only Sam and the sensations coursing through her. Her brain registered movement, and then she found herself sandwiched between the small section of wall near the kitchen doorway and his equally unyielding body. His warm, calloused fingers eased under her sweater at the waist. When they inched upward, her pulse leapt and her nipples tightened at the thought of the rough pads rasping across her sensitive skin. Intense longing throbbed deep in her core.
He uttered a low groan. Fisted his hands on the hem of her sweater, and pulled it down in a frustrating show of restraint. He trailed kisses across her cheek until his labored breathing tickled her ear when he murmured, “Nothing pathetic about that.”
She struggled to get enough air into her lungs so she could think straight. “I guess not.”
A husky chuckle filled her ear. “You guess? Oh, hell no.”
He turned his head and captured her lips once more. Those large hands rose to bracket her face, angling her head to allow him maximum access.
Damn, the man could kiss.
She welcomed his possession, and gave into the overwhelming need to touch him. Feel the heat of his skin. Explore all those muscles her eyes had feasted on the night before.
A couple determined tugs dragged his shirt from the waistband of his jeans, and then she set to work on the buttons of the soft flannel. Her fingers wouldn’t cooperate, or the buttons were conspiring against her, so she gave up and slid her hands under his shirt and T-shirt at the waist. Another groan rumbled from deep in his throat as her fingers made skin to skin contact. His warm, firm flesh made her want more.
So much more.
Without breaking the kiss, he lowered his hands to start unbuttoning his shirt from the bottom up. Once the last button was free, she pushed the material off his shoulders, down past the bulk of his arms.
Musical chimes pierced her consciousness. Her hands clenched on his shirt as the unexpected noise forced her back to reality. Ella began crying from the other room and Sam stilled.
He dragged in a ragged breath as she pulled his shirt back over his shoulders by the collar. Then he braced his hands against the wall above her shoulders, and leaned forward to rest his forehead against hers.
“You know, I’d have put money on the baby interrupting us, not the damn doorbell.”
She palmed his face with one hand and pressed a quick kiss to his frowning mouth. “You get the door, I’ll get Ella.”
Pushing away from the wall, he muttered, “Better not be more pie.”
Lips still tingling from his kiss, Nikki grinned at his back. She smoothed her hair, checked to make sure her sweater was in order, and then followed him from the kitchen. He also straightened his clothes, and though he didn’t have time to button up the flannel, he ran both hands through his hair before reaching for the door.
As she turned and bent to pick up Ella, she heard Sam greet his visitor. “Hello.”
“Hi, Sam, right?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m Eric Riley. Nikki’s brother-in-law.”
She glanced over her shoulder to see Sam extend his hand.
“Nice to meet you. Come on in.”
She straightened and turned as Eric stepped inside and Sam closed the door. She soothed Ella with the pacifier while crossing the living room floor. “Hey, Eric.”
“Hey.” His gray gaze shifted from giving Sam’s unbuttoned shirt the once-over to accessing her with an equally keen eye. She resisted the urge to check her hair again and cursed the heat that rose in her face when she noticed the slight lift of his eyebrows.
“I brought the crib over,” he explained, though she’d already figured that out.
“You didn’t have to do that,” Sam protested.
Eric gave a wry smile. “My wife insisted.”
Yeah. Because her sister was nosey. “I’m surprised Marissa didn’t come with you.”
Eric’s laugh told Nikki he had no trouble reading between the lines. “Oh, she wanted to, but it’s a school night.”
“I bet it’s killing her.”
“Yep.” He reached out to touch the baby’s hand, and she curled her little fingers around his. He waggled his captive thumb and smiled at her. “So, this is Ella. She’s a cutie.”
Nikki waited for Sam to reply, but instead of a standard thank-you like most proud parents, he simply said, “She is.”
“You know, I hope you don’t mind, but Nikki explained your situation.” Eric cast him a sideways glance. “How’s it going? A little overwhelming?”
Sam ran a hand through his hair again and rubbed the back of his neck. “That’s a bit of an understatement. But Nik’s been a great help.”
Eric shifted his gaze to her. “Yeah. Nik’s good like that.”
She caught the tiny inflection he added to her shortened name. Eric knew she wasn’t a big fan of it, but it was only the third time Sam had called her that, so it wasn’t like she’d had a chance to say anything. Besides, she realized the usual flare of irritation when he said the name was completely absent.
“Come on out and give me a hand unloading,” Eric told Sam as he reached for the door. “Then I’ve got a few questions for you so I can give Marissa a full report when I get home.”
“Uh, okay.” Sam’s raised eyebrow glance at her made Eric chuckle as they headed outside.
Nikki shook her head and whispered to Ella. “We’d better not leave those two alone for too long.”
She held the door when they carried all the pieces inside, then joined them upstairs while they assembled the crib.
“This is really nice.” Sam ran his hand over the elegant curve of the footboard as Eric snapped the adjustable side into place. “It looks handcrafted.”
“Eric made them when Marissa was pregnant with the twins three years ago,” Nikki confirmed.
A frown furrowed his forehead. “You didn’t tell me this was a family piece.”
“It’s okay,” Eric assured him. “We wouldn’t have offered if we minded, and I’d much rather have it being used instead of sitting in our basement.”
Reluctant acceptance filled Sam’s expression as he continued to admire Eric’s craftsmanship. “Well, I appreciate it. It’s a great piece of furniture. I’m working with Hansen Construction out of Redemption, but I’d love to learn how to do stuff like this.”
“I’ve done some contract work for Carter Hansen.” Her brother-in-law stood up and double checked the sturdiness of the reassembled pieces. “His houses are beautiful, and he’s well respected around the area.”
“Yeah. I’ve only been there about three months, so I was worried about calling in this morning. He was very understanding, though. Told me to take as much time as I need.”
Nikki handed Ella over to Sam and grabbed the dust ruffle from the crib set she’d unpacked earlier.
“He’s a good guy.” Eric leaned back against the dresser. “Are you originally from around here, Sam?”
“I grew up in Upper Michigan.”
“What brought you to Wisconsin?”
“Nothing in particular. I’ve spent the last twelve years moving around a lot.”
“For a previous job?”
Nikki had turned for the crib mattress, and noticed Sam’s shoulders tense while his gaze dropped to the baby in his arms. Much as she wanted to tell Eric to cool it with the pseudo-interrogation, she also wanted to hear Sam’s answer.
“No. I just wasn’t sure where I wanted to settle, that’s all.”
“You picked a good place in Pulaski.” Eric stepped forward to help her with the mattress. “It’s a small town, lots of families, and we have a real close-knit community. Plus, we’ve got a great school district.”
The idea of Ella in school clearly never crossed Sam’s mind. And why would it? She’d only been with him for a day. Nikki quickly said, “It’s not like he has to worry about that right now.”
“True. How about child care? Do you have that lined up?” Eric asked.
“Not yet.” He reached for the pacifier Ella spit out. “I’m going to look at two places tomorrow—not that I have any idea what I’m looking for.”
“I can help you with that,” Nikki offered. “If it’s the places I told you about, either one will take good care of Ella.”
He nodded, though he still looked uncertain. With the crib all set up, they went back downstairs, and Nikki detoured into the kitchen to warm a bottle while Sam laid the baby in the playpen.
“I’m going to head home,” Eric said. “See you Friday for Savannah’s party, Nikki.”
“I’ll be there.” She glanced back to see Sam walking him to the door.
“Thank you, and your wife, for everything.”
“We’re happy to help.” After a slight pause, he added, “Listen, you mind stepping outside with me for a minute?”
Nikki’s heart thumped hard when she caught her brother-in-law’s low request, but by the time she spun around, the front door had clicked closed on the both of them.
Damn it. What the heck was he up to?
 

 
Chapter 8
 
Sam faced Eric Riley on the porch, not sure what to expect after the guy’s low, almost secretive request.
“You said you moved around a lot.”
“Yeah?” He shoved his hands in his pockets, hunching his shoulders against the cold autumn air. It’d started with him searching for Rae, then became a defense mechanism until he’d landed in Pulaski.
“You planning to stick around?”
A hint of accusation in the question put Sam on the defensive. “I bought a house, didn’t I?”
“You can sell it just as easy as you bought it.”
“Probably.” Inside his pockets, his fingers curled into fists, and he locked his gaze with Eric’s. “How about you just get to the point.”
When the other man crossed his arms over his chest, Sam didn’t miss the bulge of his biceps under his shirt.
“I don’t want you toying with Nikki.”
He figured Eric was close to his age, maybe a few years older than twenty-nine, but his steel gaze made Sam feel like a teenager who’d been caught making out with the guy’s daughter. It was a totally new experience, and if Eric hadn’t been one hundred percent serious, Sam would’ve laughed.
Instead, annoyance reared up and he went straight to smart-ass. “As I understand it, you’re married to her sister, not her.”
Eric’s jaw tensed as he took a step closer. “She’s family, and she’s barely a month out of a bad relationship. The bastard broke her heart, and I’m not going to stand by and let someone else hurt her.”
Sam frowned at Eric’s vehemence. Had Joe done something more than leave Nikki because they wanted different things? And what made him think Sam was a similar threat? “You realize we just met, right?”
“And yet you looked like you were in the middle of something when I showed up.”
When he thought of how he’d finagled that kiss, guilt doubled his defensiveness. “What we were doing when you showed up—uninvited, I might add—is none of your business. I don’t know her exact age, but I’m pretty sure she’s old enough to make her own decisions.”
“That’s true,” Eric conceded. “But she also wants to get married and have kids, and you’ve got a ready-made family here just begging for help.” He stepped closer and poked a finger into Sam’s chest. “I’m giving you fair warning. Hurt her and you’ll answer to me and Marissa, and the rest of our family. Got it?”
Sam held his gaze without making any attempt to move. “Yep.”
“Good.” Eric suddenly grinned, backed off, and descended the porch steps for his truck. “Good talk, Sam. Nice to meet ya.”
“Yeah, sure,” he muttered under his breath as Riley drove away.
Shit. If the rest of the family was anything like Eric, maybe he understood Joe’s reluctance to join in.
But the guilt that’d surfaced a moment ago returned, and he saw himself through her brother-in-law’s eyes. Damn it. The guy’s gut instinct was dead on. Sam knew Nikki still had feelings for her ex, and he’d used them to get what he wanted. If that wasn’t messing with her emotions, he didn’t know what was.
He leaned against the porch railing behind him, closed his eyes, and banged his head back against the vertical support post. He’d never stooped this low for a woman before, so what the hell was his problem now?
The sound of the door made him pull his head forward. He straightened, meeting Nikki’s concerned gaze as she asked, “Everything okay?”
“Yeah.”
“You don’t look okay. What’d Eric say?”
“Nothing. I’m just tired.”
She clearly didn’t buy the excuse, but didn’t press further as he strode forward to go inside. When he passed her, he caught a hint of her scent, that combination of almond and vanilla that had nearly driven him crazy in the kitchen.
Heaven help him, she smelled good enough to take a bite, but in all fairness, he couldn’t continue down that road. Making her ex jealous was one thing—and a stupid-ass plan at that—but ‘practicing’ kissing her in private was a colossal mistake.
He’d had one moment of sanity where he’d managed to keep from exploring all that warm, soft skin under her sweater, but when she’d started pulling at his shirt, rational thought flew out the window. Forget the baby. Forget that they’d only known each other a day. If she’d have let him, he’d have walked her right up the stairs to his bed. Then he’d have ended up wondering if she’d wanted him, or if he was just a stand-in after an emotionally tough evening.
For the first time ever, that thought turned his stomach, and he fought to keep his hands from becoming fists again. He’d never cared about something like that before. As long as there was mutual satisfaction...
Ella’s bottle sat on the coffee table, and he seized the excuse to keep busy.
“I already changed her diaper,” Nikki advised when he stooped to lift the baby from the playpen.
“Thanks.”
See? Right there was another problem. Yes, she was beautiful and sexy, but with her constant assistance making his life easier, he couldn’t be one hundred percent sure the real reason he wanted her around. He wasn’t that hard up for sex, and using her to help him manage with Ella wasn’t right, either. Not after what both she and Eric had said about her wanting a family of her own.
He sat on the couch, upended the bottle to drip a few drops of formula on his wrist like she’d taught him, and then sat back to feed his niece. When Nikki would’ve sat next to him, he said, “I appreciate all your help tonight, but you must be tired, too. You should head home while you’ve still got the chance to have a little time to yourself.”
She stood there for a long moment, completely silent. He avoided looking up at her because her sky-blue sweater not only accented her enticing curves, it also deepened the color of her eyes. Eyes that had drawn him in at every turn, all evening.
“Yeah, good idea.” A step sideways allowed her to swipe her coat off the back of his recliner, but then she paused at the door. “So...I’ll see you tomorrow?”
“Maybe,” he glanced up with a shrug. “I’ve got a lot to get done so I can get back to work on Thursday. I can’t afford that much time off without pay.”
“All right then.” She opened the door. “I guess I’ll see you when I see you.”
He nodded. “Goodnight. And thank you.”
“Yeah, sure,” she muttered, her tone identical to his when Eric had driven off. He cringed as the door slammed, then gently shushed Ella when she started in his arms. A wiggle of the bottle got her attention back to sucking down her bedtime meal and gave him plenty of time to think.
A couple minutes later, he almost wished the baby would give him a distraction again.
***
Oh, hell, be careful what you wish for.
Sam resolutely picked up the crying baby and did yet another weary turn around the living room. Hell would’ve been a welcome relief right about now. She stopped crying in his arms, and he allowed himself to pause and peer at the numbers on the kitchen stove. After blinking a few times to clear the blur, he groaned when he saw four-thirteen.
Twice he’d twisted the doorknob, ready to go pound on Nikki’s door and beg for help, but each time the blast of cold air stopped him in his tracks. After practically kicking her out, he couldn’t very well wake her up in the middle of the night.
“Damn it all anyway, Ella, can’t you give me one hour?” he growled. “Just one damn lousy hour of sleep is all I’m asking for at this point.”
She’d stopped being a sweetie, or honey—or angel, as Nikki called her—shortly after midnight. He wished like hell he’d taken the nap Nikki offered earlier, but his shower had revived him enough to delude him into thinking he’d make it through just fine.
Sleep when the baby sleeps, she’d advised.
Yeah, great advice, if he didn’t have to be holding Ella and walking in order for her eyes to close. The moment he stopped, those little eyelids popped wide open. If he tried laying her down, the screaming started.
She’d eaten. Shit her pants twice. The second time he’d changed her diaper, she’d peed on him and set off the gag reflex he thought he’d conquered.
He’d been oh-so-proud of his frickin’ genius when he figured out he could put her in the carrier and rock her with the toe of his boot—until he nodded off and his foot went still. In his dream, a puppy whimpered a few times, then let out a blood-curdling scream that jerked him awake to see Ella’s blue eyes glaring at him, full of watery accusation.
That’d been an hour ago, and he wasn’t sure how much more he could take. In his sleep-deprived state, he briefly considered leaving her in the playpen while he stuffed a pillow over his head upstairs in his bed, but then a mountain of guilt piled on for even thinking such a thought. She was defenseless. He was in charge of taking care of her. He couldn’t leave her alone like that.
On his next circuit around the living room, his foot caught the coffee table leg and he tripped. He threw out one hand to catch his balance on the back of the couch as his other arm instinctively tightened around the baby. When the alarming rush of adrenaline subsided, he sank down onto the arm of the couch, his heart still pounding so hard he could barely breathe.
What if he’d dropped Ella? Or fallen on her?
He shot to his feet, laid her in the playpen, and rushed from his house to Nikki’s front porch. He kept knocking until he saw the curtain move. A second later the door flew open.
“What’s wrong?” she demanded, tying the sash of a short, pale green robe. “Where’s Ella?”
“Next door.” Fatigue hit hard now that she stood in front of him. “She won’t sleep, and I almost dropped her, and it scared the shit out of me. I tried the playpen, the crib, the carrier. She ate. Her diaper’s clean, but unless I’m holding her, and walking, she won’t close her damn eyes. What the frickin’ hell am I supposed to do?”
“First of all, take a breath.”
A blast of cold air filled his starved lungs.
“We should’ve gotten you a swing,” she muttered as she stepped outside and pulled her door closed.
“A swing?” His gaze cut to the one hanging on her front porch, suspended from the roof on chains.
“To rock her to sleep.”
Was she serious? “It’s too cold to rock her outside in the middle of the night.”
“A baby swing for in the house,” she explained, taking his arm to steer him back toward his place.
“Oh.” As they crossed the frosty lawn, he noticed her bare feet. Guilt piled on top his fatigue. “I’m really sorry about this. I wouldn’t have come over, except, when I tripped, I thought what if I dropped her? and I freaked out. I don’t want to hurt her, but I’m so tired I can barely stand.”
Ella’s cries were audible now as they crossed his porch and entered the house. Nikki picked her up, and even though she immediately stopped crying, she checked her over. He didn’t blame her for not trusting him—he didn’t trust himself.
Finally, she hugged the baby to her chest and faced Sam as she rocked back and forth. “She’s fine, and she will be fine, and so will you.”
He blew out a weary breath that was a combination of relief and frustration. “I’m not so sure. If I can’t sleep, how am I going to work, much less care for her?” He swiped both hands though his hair and locked his fingers behind his head. “Nikki, I don’t know if I can do this.”
“You can do it, Sam. You’re not even two days in.”
“Exactly,” he exclaimed, extending his arms over his head before dropping them to his sides. “If I can’t handle two days, how am I going to handle the rest of her life? Those papers said permanent custody!”
The weight of those words on his tired mind dropped him to the couch. A moment later, Nikki’s bare legs moved into his line of vision, then she sat next to him. Her hand covered his where it gripped his thigh.
“You did the right thing coming to get me. Now you need to go get some sleep. I’ll take care of Ella, and we’ll talk through everything later. It’s going to be fine.”
Her calm, quiet voice and the comforting squeeze of her fingers on his quelled the rising tide of panic. She was right, sleep first, then talk. He nodded, looked into her concerned blue eyes, and believed her promise.
“Okay.”
She rose to her feet, giving him room to move past the coffee table, and he headed for the stairs. His boot hit the first stair when her bemused voice carried across the room.
“What happened here?”
He saw her standing in the doorway to the kitchen and remembered the last time he’d been in there. Shit.
“Turns out I can’t make coffee one-handed, and Ella’s got one hell of a kick.”
Picturing the coffee grounds spilled all over the counter and the floor, he heaved a sigh and headed in her direction.
“I got it, go to bed.” Nikki waved him back toward the stairs. “Go,” she insisted when he hesitated.
Too tired to argue, he did as she ordered. In his room, he sat on the bed, intending to take his boots off. What energy was left drained out of him, and he dropped back onto the bed, rubbing his burning eyes.
Next thing he knew, he was dreaming of long, bare legs, a green satin robe, a pair of extremely kissable lips, pretty blue eyes, and sleep-tousled blond hair. Man, she was beautiful.
“Sam.”
Soft and seductive, her voice took over his dreams. Mmm. Even better, she smelled like fresh brewed coffee.
She said his name again, and he rolled over to see her sitting on the edge of his bed with a mug in her hand. A couple blinks, her gray zip-up sweatshirt and jeans, and her long hair combed back into a cute ponytail convinced him he was no longer dreaming.
 

 
Chapter 9
 
Nikki smiled as awareness chased the sleep from Sam’s eyes. It’d been so tempting to reach over and run her fingers through the unruly hair on his forehead, but the memory of his brush-off last night had kept the urge in check. She suspected it was something Eric said, but since she hadn’t gotten a chance to talk to her brother-in-law last night, she didn’t want to assume anything.
“Good morning.”
“Hey. Where’s Ella?”
The low, raspy tone of his sleep-mellow voice set off a flutter deep in her belly.
“She’s sleeping in the crib.”
He pushed himself up to sit against the headboard and accepted the mug she handed over. “Thanks.”
“I hope it’s okay. I didn’t know how you take it so I added a little of both.”
He took a sip. “Usually just cream, but this is fine. Really good, actually.”
As he swallowed a second, larger mouthful of the lightly sweetened caffeine, she noted he still looked tired, but not as wiped out as before.
“What time is it?”
She stood up and headed for the door. “Almost seven-thirty. I’d have let you sleep longer, but I have to go to work and didn’t know what time your daycare appointments are.”
“The first one is at nine.” He stood with the mug in hand and followed her out into the hall. “Even those couple hours helped. I owe you big time.”
She paused to look in on the baby, and his body brushed against hers when he stopped right behind her.
“Man, I really owe you,” he whispered. “How’d you do that?”
His breath tickled her ear, and she hurried for the stairs before he saw her reactive shiver. “Practice. You’ll get there.”
“I doubt it.”
“You will,” she insisted. “You should have time to shower, but if she wakes up, it is okay to let her cry a little bit. I’ll stop and pick up a...” She trailed off as she reached the door. After last night, she couldn’t assume he’d want her to come over after work.
“What?”
“Um…after your daycare appointments, you will want to go buy a baby swing.”
“I have no clue what to get. Would you mind picking it up, and I can pay you back?”
She lifted her gaze to his. “No, I don’t mind. But last night I got the impression you would.”
Remorse filled his expression. “I was a jerk last night. Can we chalk it up to me being tired?”
She held his gaze, tilting her head as she considered, then shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. But it’s okay. I’ll find a swing and see you about five-thirty or six.”
***
Nikki pulled into the parking lot of Sunny Days Daycare at seven-forty-eight a.m. and slowed her car to a crawl. What the heck? She parked and started toward the entrance where a crowd of parents and children were gathered in the chilled morning sunshine. Some had begun to leave with their kids, others were still arriving, but no one was going inside. Definitely not the usual scene she encountered when she arrived at work.
One of the dads spotted her and met her half-way across the lot. “What the hell is going on?” he demanded.
“I just got here, Mr. Miller, so you probably know more than I do. Give me a minute to see what’s the matter, okay?”
She maneuvered through the crowd as other parents called out questions. When she reached the door, she met the troubled expressions of two other co-workers, Rebecca and Joanne.
“Did you know about this?” Rebecca asked over the other voices.
“About what? Why is everyone standing out here?”
Joanne pointed toward the door, and Nikki saw a strip of yellow police tape across the door. She stepped closer to read a bright orange piece of paper taped beneath the warning.
Effective immediately: Sunny Days Daycare is closed until further notice. No admittance allowed; all property inside to be held as evidence, pending further investigation.
“Evidence for what?”
The voices behind her rose again, and she turned to see Mallory had arrived. Her friend and the daycare business manager raised her hands to quiet everyone.
“I’m really sorry, and I know this is a shock, but there’s nothing we can do.”
“What are we supposed to do with no notice?” The question came from Lora Howell, a widowed mother of two.
“I only found out an hour ago.” Mallory waved the stack of papers clutched in her left hand. “The best I can do is give you this list of daycares in the area for you to contact. I was able to reach the top four on the list, and they’ve agreed to accommodate as many of you as possible. Unfortunately, the daycare accounts have been frozen by the police, so we can’t give you any money back right now, and you will have to pay upfront at the other places.”
“What happened?” Dan Miller asked. “Who’s being investigated?”
Before she could answer, one of the mothers began yelling at Mallory, and she held up a hand. “Again, I’m sorry, but I’m just the messenger here, and I’m out of a job, too. If there was anything else I could do, I’d do it. I know it’s not much, but come get a list if it will help.”
If Mallory was out of a job, then they all were. Nikki exchanged worried glances with Rebecca and Joanne as they watched some parents come forward for the list, while others simply walked away, angry and upset at being stranded without child care so suddenly.
Once the crowd had thinned, Nikki moved forward to stand by Mallory. “What the heck is going on?”
Mallory waited for the rest of the parents to move out of earshot before she faced Nikki, Joanne and Rebecca. “I came in early and found the notice on the door, so I called my brother at the station. Shane found out from the Chief that Ron’s being investigated by the feds as an accomplice for an illegal adoption ring, but no charges have been filed yet.”
“What about Claire?”
“I don’t know.”
Nikki sighed. “This isn’t going to be cleared up by the end of the week, is it?”
“No. Unfortunately, as of this morning, we are all unemployed. I tried to call you earlier, but you didn’t pick up.”
“Yeah...long story there.” She briefly explained about helping Sam, then Mallory got a call on her cell and had to go.
Nikki headed back to her car, still dumbfounded over the whole situation. As she keyed the automatic locks, she glanced at the vehicle parked next to her and saw Lora Howell in the driver’s seat, cell phone in hand. The woman had lost her husband in an accident six months ago, just before she’d given birth to their second boy. Little Adam was one of the babies in Nikki’s room, and he was strapped into his car seat in the back, next to his two year old brother, Jeremy.
Nikki tapped her knuckle on the passenger side window. Lora started, then hastily swiped at her cheeks before rolling down the window.
“Crazy morning,” Nikki commiserated. “I assume you’re trying to find someone for the kids?”
“Yes.” Lora took a deep breath and blew it back out. “Except two of my sisters are away on business, and the other one isn’t picking up her phone. Even if she did, she’d probably be too busy. It wouldn’t be such a big deal, but my company has a presentation for a huge client at nine, and I’m the point person. I’m already going to be late and my boss doesn’t forgive easily.”
Despite an obvious effort to keep her voice level, it wobbled at the end. Nikki’s plan had been to pick up applications from the places on the list she’d grabbed from Mallory, but she couldn’t help but glance back at the kids.
One day won’t hurt. “I could watch them. I babysit my three-year old twin nephews all the time, so my house is baby-proofed already.”
Lora’s green gaze met hers, eyes wide in relieved surprise. In the next moment, her expression fell. “I can’t pay you, Nikki. My budget is stretched to the limit the way it is.”
“Don’t worry about it, today’s on me. Get through your presentation, and then you can worry about solving this problem after you wow your boss.”
Hope reignited in her eyes. “Are you sure?”
“Positive.” Ignoring the image of the bills stacked on her island counter, Nikki lifted her keys. “Since the kids are already strapped in and you’re late, it’ll be quicker if we trade cars for the day.”
Lora only hesitated one moment more before grabbing her purse and laptop case from the front passenger seat. They met at the back of her vehicle to exchange keys, cell phone numbers, and Nikki’s address. After assuring Lora she had no problem keeping the boys for the full day, they parted ways and Nikki headed back home.
She was almost to the intersection for her street when she remembered her promise to get Sam a swing. Her turn signal ticked as she debated heading into Green Bay, or offering to go with him later. A glance in the rearview mirror confirmed Jeremy and Adam were content in their seats, and knowing their schedule from the daycare, Nikki made the turn for Hwy 32 instead of home.
She found what Sam would need, and during the drive into Green Bay and back, she couldn’t help but start running through the list of where to apply first for a new job the next day. It was what she should’ve been doing right now, but she didn’t regret offering to help Lora. The woman had dealt with enough upheaval in her life in the last few months.
Besides, she didn’t think she’d have any issues finding another job. Having graduated with a degree in childcare, she possessed all the necessary qualifications daycares would be looking for. References could prove to be a problem without her knowing for sure what was going on with Claire and Ron, but she figured she’d avoid them and ask some of the parents. Lora in particular should have no problem writing her a quick letter.
She turned onto her street shortly after ten a.m. and noticed Sam’s red truck make the turn right behind her. Her pulse gave an excited leap at seeing him again. They pulled into their respective driveways, and she walked around to the passenger side of her car as he got out of his truck.
“Hey, neighbor. How’d it go?”
He glanced in the back seat before gently closing the door and walking across the yard. His expression was grim. “Not good. Both places filled their spots this morning after some other daycare closed out of the blue. Didn’t even matter that I had appointments.”
Nikki’s indignation was piqued on his behalf. “That sucks. They should’ve waited.”
“I thought so, too, but I wasn’t sure how it worked.” Frustration resonated in his voice before he sighed. “Nothing I can do about it now. What are you doing home already?”
“That daycare that closed unexpectedly is where I used to work.”
“Seriously?”
She nodded.
“Sorry. What happened?”
“I don’t really know, other than a rumor about the owner being an accomplice in an illegal adoption.”
Sam’s eyebrows rose. “Yikes.”
“Yeah. Definitely not good when you’re in the childcare business.” She indicated the back seat of her car with a sideways jerk of her head. “I’m helping out one of the mom’s today, but tomorrow I’ll be making the rounds filling out applications.”
“Hopefully you have better luck than me.”
Nikki pulled the folded paper from Mallory out of her purse and handed it to him. “My manager compiled a list of other area daycares to give to the parents this morning if you want to try these. I can’t do anything until tomorrow anyway.”
“That’d be great.”
She pulled the swing from the trunk as Adam started to kick up a ruckus in the back of her car. “I gotta go, but if you need help putting this together later, just let me know. Good luck with the list.”
Sam took the box with the receipt taped to the top. “Thanks. I’ll get some cash to pay you back for this tonight.”
They went their separate ways, and as Nikki walked slowly toward her house holding Adam while Jeremy toddled in front of her, she couldn’t help a glance across to Sam’s yard. After putting the swing near the steps, he’d gotten Ella’s carrier from the truck and stood on his porch watching her and the kids. When she gave him a small wave and smile, he smiled back before turning for his door.
Jeremy was quickly occupied with the baskets of toys she kept on the bottom rack of her bookshelf in the living room, and Nikki carried Adam and the diaper bag with her into the kitchen to make his bottle. Just another day at work.
Except I’m not getting paid.
The kids kept her busy enough that the next hour flew by. Taking advantage of the quiet time as they napped, she started a small load of towels in the wash machine, dusted in the kitchen and living room, then pulled out her laptop to look up some of the local daycares.
Even though she was annoyed at how the two places she’d recommended to Sam shut him out, she called them first. If they’d filled their rooms to capacity with the kids from her daycare, they might need extra help. And they were hiring—until she mentioned her previous experience at Sunny Days. The first one put her on hold before coming back to say she’d been mistaken about an open position, and the second simply told her straight out they wouldn’t be employing anyone who’d worked there.
“Why not?”
“Because the place is under investigation.”
The lady’s reply held a note of snippiness that Nikki took immediate offense to. “Excuse me, but I’m not being investigated. I didn’t even know I was going to be out of a job until I showed up for work this morning.”
“I’m sorry,” the woman stated without any evidence of sympathy. “Surely you can understand our parents would be concerned if we hired suspected criminals.”
Her spine stiffened and her mouth dropped open. Before she could form a reply through her shock, a distinct click sounded in her ear.
 

 
Chapter 10
 
Ella sucked on her pacifier, content to play with a toy as Sam cradled her in one arm, while his fingers clenched around his cell phone in the other hand.
One damn day too late.
With Nikki’s daycare closed, the few open spaces for infant childcare in Pulaski and the surrounding towns had filled up. The next places on the list were all located in Green Bay, the complete opposite direction of where he worked in Redemption. That would put his round trip at an hour minimum both morning and night, but at this point, what choice did he have?
Leaving his cell phone on the table, he carried Ella into the kitchen for a glass of water. He caught sight of Nikki’s house through the window above the sink. Hopefully, tomorrow she would have better luck than him as she searched for a job. He took a few swallows, then lowered the glass with slow consideration.
If he added gas money to the going rate for a week of childcare, would it be worth it for her to work for herself? Not with just Ella, of course, but combined with the two she was taking care of today...
He bundled Ella into her coat and hat, and then made his way through both yards to Nikki’s porch. She answered the door and motioned him inside. Loud banging noises carried from her kitchen, along with a little voice calling, “Mo oh’s, mo oh’s. Icky, mo oh’s.”
Curiosity filled her expression as she closed the door. “I didn’t expect to see you until maybe later.”
“I needed to talk to you and didn’t want to wait.”
“Well, I’m just making lunch, and as you can hear, Jeremy is a little impatient. Want to join us?”
Ella had eaten about an hour ago, but he hadn’t thought of anything for himself. “Sure. Thanks.”
In the kitchen, the noisy little boy took one look at him and stopped banging his spoon on the highchair tray mid-swing. Sam pulled out a seat at the table as the kid stuck his thumb in his mouth.
“That’s Jeremy, and this is Adam.” She indicated the baby who was a little bigger than his niece, also in a highchair.
“Hi, guys.”
Wide brown eyes shifted from Sam to Nikki, and back to Sam.
“If you don’t mind, sprinkle a couple more Cheerios on Jeremy’s tray,” Nikki instructed over her shoulder as she turned for the stove.
Shifting Ella to his other arm, Sam leaned forward and dumped some of the round cereal pieces onto the tray. Jeremy reached out with his thumb and forefinger for one, then lifted it to his mouth while watching Sam.
“It’s okay, buddy, they’re all yours.” The assurance did nothing to lessen Jeremy’s watchful gaze, so he glanced at Adam to find his hazel eyes fixed on him as well. He turned his grin toward Nikki. “Tough crowd you got here.”
“They’re just not used to your deep voice, that’s all.” She turned halfway to face him as she stirred a steaming pot on the stove. “What did you want to talk about?”
“I can’t find any local care for Ella. Every place is full.”
Dismay filled her expression. “I made a few calls, and the moment I mention I worked for Sunny Days, they’re no longer hiring.”
Sam frowned. “Can they do that?”
“I don’t know, but even if they can’t, it doesn’t help me out right now.”
“What if we help each other?”
Her hand stilled. “How so?”
“If you watch Ella, I’ll pay you the going rate for infant care plus the gas money I’d spend if I had to drive into Green Bay each day.”
“I wouldn’t ask you to do that.”
“The time I’d save from extra driving is more than worth the gas money.”
She shrugged and nodded at the same time, giving him no clue how she felt about his suggestion.
“I realize that probably doesn’t come close to what you’ve been earning,” he continued, “but maybe these guys’ mom would consider hiring you. And maybe some of the other parents, too. Providing you don’t mind the idea of working from home.”
Her gaze shifted from Adam to Jeremy, then to Ella. He could practically see the gears spinning in her mind, but then she abruptly spun and reached to turn off the burner on the stove.
Disappointment flooded through him. “It’s just an idea. If you don’t want to, it’s fine.”
She carried the pot to the sink and dumped the contents into a strainer. While he reached to give the still-silent Jeremy a few more O’s, she faced him once again, steam rising from the sink behind her.
“I was doing the math for three, that’s all. The thing is, if I added a fourth child, I’d have to get licensed and submit to regular DCF inspections.”
“What is DCF?”
“Wisconsin Department of Children and Families. I actually looked into doing homecare last year, and while I don’t mind the rules and regulations, if I’d switched, I’d have lost all my benefits, so I stayed at Sunny Days.”
He nodded. “The benefits at Hansen Construction played a part in me settling in the area, so I totally understand.”
“I could get by with watching three kids for right now, though. Until my healthcare runs out in a couple months.” Her fingers drummed a rhythm against the edge of the counter. “A month or so would give us all some breathing space to look for alternatives.”
He allowed a hopeful smile. “It would.”
Nikki smiled back, appearing pleased at the prospect. “I’ll have to check with Lora when she picks up the kids, but I can let you know later, if that’s okay?”
“I’m good with that.”
“Good. Now, how do you feel about mac and cheese for lunch?”
“I’m good with that, too.”
***
Sam sat in his truck Thursday morning, amazed at the emotions tightening his chest. He couldn’t believe how hard it had been to hand Ella over to Nikki. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust her completely, but he realized the moment the door shut, he was going to miss his little niece. Hell, even now, he wanted to rush back over there and hug her close one more time.
It seemed a lifetime ago that he opened the door to a pretty blond standing on his front porch with a baby, and yet somehow, even as Ella robbed him of sleep each night, he’d become irreversibly attached in less than three days.
Starting the truck, he took a breath and reminded himself he’d be back in about nine hours.
He arrived at work fifteen minutes early, and as expected, his boss’s vehicle was already parked in front of the construction site trailer. A quick glance didn’t reveal quite how much work the crew had completed while he’d been gone the past two days, but he also knew they’d been working inside because of the rain.
His knock on the door received a call to come in, and Carter Hansen looked up with a smile as he stepped inside the portable office.
“Morning, Sam. Go ahead and grab a cup.” He lifted his coffee mug, gesturing toward the coffee pot before taking a drink.
Sam filled an insulated paper cup and added cream. On second thought, he ripped open one sugar packet and dumped it in, too. “I wanted to stop in and thank you for being so understanding when I called the other day.”
The man nodded and reclined back in his chair as Sam took a seat. “I take it you got everything sorted out?”
“I was having trouble finding child care, but my neighbor agreed to watch Ella until I can find something more permanent. I may need a bit of time here and there for an appointment, but I’m happy to make up the hours on other days.”
“That’s fair. I’ll let Eddie know to work with you whenever you need some flexibility.”
“Thank you.”
“No problem. You look wiped out, buddy. How’s parenthood so far?”
He laughed as he shook his head. “Make that Unclehood. Saying it’s an adjustment would be the understatement of the century. But Nikki tells me I’ll get used to everything.”
“I’m sure you will. Nikki’s your neighbor?”
“Yeah. In fact, you know her brother-in-law, Eric Riley?”
“Sure do. Good guy.”
Sam wasn’t so sure about that, but then again, he couldn’t really fault Riley for protecting his family. “He said the same about you.”
“We’ve worked together a few years now. His stuff is amazing.”
“I know. Nikki got him and his wife to borrow me one of the cribs he made. Grade A craftsmanship.”
Carter’s gaze narrowed in consideration. “You must’ve made quite the impression for this neighbor of yours to be borrowing a crib from her sister. Is she a looker like Marissa?”
“I haven’t met Marissa.”
“Then what about the first part of the question?”
He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. The more he got to know Nikki, the prettier she became, and she’d been pretty damn gorgeous from the start. But he wasn’t gonna tell his boss that. Carter was a bit older, maybe forty-ish, and in the few months he’d been working for him, Sam looked up to him like the father he’d never had.
It was weird talking with him like this, so he settled for, “She’s attractive.”
“Single?”
Hell, he’d been doing his damnedest not to think of her as a sexy, single woman. Every time he saw her, he was reminded he wasn’t succeeding very well with that line of thinking, but he didn’t need his boss teaming up with his fantasies. “Don’t even go there, man. I’ve got my hands full with the baby.”
Carter laughed. “Judging by that response, I’d say you’ve been there yourself already. But all right, I’ll let it go.”
“Thanks.” He finished his coffee and got to his feet. “I should get out there and see where Eddie wants me today.”
“All right, we’ll see you later.”
Sam tossed his cup in the garbage and reached for the doorknob.
“Hey, Sam.”
He turned back, eyebrows raised.
“I know it was only two days, but you’ve been missed around here.”
His boss’s statement filled him with relief. It must have showed on his face because Carter laughed and sat forward.
“You’ve impressed me from the beginning, and your work ethic keeps the other guys on their toes. I like that.”
Sam shifted, again uncomfortable at the conversation. “I learned early on hard work is the only way to get ahead.”
“Well, the only way worth getting ahead, anyway.”
“Yes, that’s very true.”
“I meant to ask before, have you heard from your sister?”
“No.” He hesitated, then added, “I don’t expect to, either. Maybe someday, who knows.”
“I always wanted kids.” Carter rose to his feet. “I respect you for stepping up like you have.”
Sam couldn’t help but glance at the wedding ring on the man’s left hand. “Why haven’t you? Had kids, I mean?”
“My wife preferred a career.”
Pain darkened his expression, and Sam wished he hadn’t asked.
Carter glanced at his watch before reaching for one of the folders on his desk. “I guess we should both get to work.”
Sam stepped from the trailer and stood on the steps. Strangely, the longing and regret in the older man’s voice made him think of Nikki. If he kept her at arm’s length because he was worried about wanting her in his life for the wrong reasons, would he end up regretting it?
 

 
Chapter 11
 
Nikki grinned down at Ella as she sat up from blowing a raspberry on the little girl’s neck. Ella’s fingers curled around her thumbs, and she kicked her feet fast and hard. Her baby giggle further anchored the kryptonite hold on Nikki’s heart.
They’d had the entire day together, just the two of them. Lora Howell had jumped at the chance for Nikki to provide temporary care for Jeremy and Adam, but she couldn’t afford to pay her for the rest of the week without a refund from Sunny Days. She’d insisted on paying for Wednesday, and then after having arranged for a couple days of vacation, she’d bring the boys starting Monday.
The ring of the doorbell brought Nikki’s head up, then her gaze swung to the clock. Five-thirty-eight. That would be Sam. Her pulse sped up, sending her heart into her throat. Oh, boy, it was getting worse each time she knew she was going to see him. The anticipation, the excitement.
And yet, since that scorching kiss the other night, he hadn’t given any indication of wanting more. Not even the occasional suggestive comment she’d noticed prior to their half-assed plan to make Joe jealous. Granted, she’d agreed to that arrangement when she thought she wouldn’t have a reason to see Sam every day, and now she was watching Ella.
Maybe she needed to bring it up again, propose they go out tonight to a place she could claim her ex usually frequented. Of course, it wouldn’t really be one of Joe’s favorites. The last thing she wanted to do was see him again when she was with Sam.
She lifted Ella from the blanket spread out on the floor mat. “There’s your daddy—I mean, uncle.”
Yikes, she was doing it already.
Without bothering to move aside the curtain, she swung the door open with a welcoming smile—and froze.
Joe gave her a hesitant smile in return. Any type of uncertainty was so unlike him, all she could do was stand there and stare.
He looked good, as he always did. Impeccably dressed from the office, dark hair still carefully combed and styled even after a full day at work. His jaw was clean-shaven, the opposite of the stubble that’d perpetually graced Sam’s jaw since she’d met him.
His brown gaze took in the baby, then shifted back to her. “Hi, Nicole. I was hoping we could talk.”
“About what?”
“Us.”
She met his gaze in surprise, then ducked her head back a bit as Ella’s hand swung toward her face. “You said there was no us anymore.”
“I made a mistake.”
His low statement made her heart skip a beat, and yet the sight of Sam’s truck pulling into his driveway sent a rush of heat through her entire body.
She caught Ella’s hand a second before it hit her cheek. “I’m kinda busy right now. Working, actually.”
“I only need a few minutes. Please, just hear me out?”
Joe had never been much of an asker. What he had been good at was assuming what he wanted was what she wanted, which she guessed is why he’d gotten so upset and left when she hadn’t relented about moving their relationship forward. Had he expected her to beg him to come back? She wouldn’t have thought so when she’d seen him with Tanya, but now he’d claimed to have made a mistake. Had Sam been right about the jealousy?
The sound of a truck door drew Joe’s gaze, and Nikki saw Sam start across the yard toward them. She stood aside and motioned Joe inside. “Give me a minute, okay?”
He stepped past, his gaze not wavering from the rugged man crossing the yard until he passed through the doorway. Nikki waited on the porch with the baby, thankful for the lingering warmth of the unexpected Indian Summer day.
Sam took in Joe’s red Corvette, then mounted the stairs, one slow step at a time, his gaze fixed on hers.
“Hi.” Now her smile was hesitant. “How was work?”
“Good,” he replied shortly. “How’d everything go here?”
“Fine. Ella ate well. I gave her a bath. We played...it was a good day.”
“Great.”
She swallowed hard in the uncomfortable silence that followed.
Sam’s golden gaze shifted to the door hanging ajar behind her. “Joe’s here.”
“He wants to talk.” She lowered her voice. “He just got here. I didn’t know he was coming over.”
“I told you he was jealous.”
She shrugged, not sure what to say. She wasn’t even sure what she wanted to happen right now. The other night she was so sure she didn’t want Joe back. That part of her wanted him to leave. The other part, smaller, but there nonetheless, couldn’t help but remember the year she’d loved him with all her heart, and the future she imagined they’d have together. That part insisted she at least listen to what he had to say.
She handed Ella into Sam’s arms. “Here, you take her, and I’ll be right back out with her things.”
Inside, she saw Joe by her island counter, in full view of the door. He started to speak, but she held up a hand for him to wait as she grabbed the diaper bag and carrier.
Back on the porch, Sam accepted the diaper bag and slung it over his shoulder before taking the carrier in the same hand. Ella was swinging her arms again, and Nikki caught hold of one as she met Sam’s guarded gaze.
“Same time tomorrow morning?”
“Yeah.” He glanced past her shoulder. “Good luck.”
Her attempt to smile wouldn’t stick, so she resorted to a nod and turned away.
“Hey, Nik,” he called softly.
She spun back to face him and saw he’d set the carrier down. He stepped forward and leaned in, his body angled to hold Ella out of the way. His fingers threaded through her hair until he could urge her forward.
Resistance never even crossed her mind as his head lowered and he whispered, “Maybe this will help.”
His mouth covered hers in a slow kiss that ignited the simmering attraction from two nights ago. She braced her hand on his forearm, rising up on her tiptoes to increase the pressure. His fingers flexed for a brief moment against the back of her neck, then he lifted his head and let her go. His gaze locked on hers, his eyes the rich color of scorched caramel in the setting sunlight.
“Goodnight.”
He dipped to snag the carrier, then hurried down the steps and strode across her yard to his own. Nikki watched him, desperately trying to make herself breathe normally before facing the man she’d been prepared to spend the rest of her life with only one short month ago.
Maybe this will help? How? Joe wanted to explain how he’d made a mistake by leaving, but after that kiss, and all she could think about right now was Sam.
“Are you sleeping with him?”
The accusing question jolted her attention. She took a deep breath as she stepped back inside and closed the door before facing Joe.
“No, I’m not sleeping with him.”
“Yet. He’s definitely aiming to get you in his bed, and using his baby to do it.”
“It’s not like that.” Irritation lent an edge to her voice as she picked up the toys from the blanket on the floor and carried them to the kitchen to wipe off. “I’m helping him with his niece, that’s all. We’re barely dating.” Even that claim was a major exaggeration.
He came to stand by the counter next to her. “You mean that’s not even his kid?”
“He’s taking care of Ella for his sister. She’s...working through some things right now. He hadn’t cared for a baby before, so I offered to show him what to do.”
“And you’re babysitting for him, too?”
“Yes.”
“Damn it, Nicole, can’t you see he’s using you?”
She dropped the toys in the sink and whirled around. “If you want to put it that way, then we’re using each other. I lost my job yesterday, and until I find another one, babysitting his little girl is my only income.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that.”
“And why would you? You’re not part of my life anymore.”
He slid his hand across the counter to cover hers. “I’d like to be.”
The warmth of his touch sent a frisson of remembered awareness up her arm, but she pulled away from the unwelcome sensation. “Coming in here and acting like a jerk is not the way to accomplish that.”
“I’m sorry,” he repeated. “I just...I didn’t realize what it would do to me seeing you with someone else.”
She lifted her chin a notch. “Hurts, doesn’t it?”
His eyes darkened, and his hand fisted on the counter. “Seeing that guy kiss you drives me insane.”
He really was jealous. The confirmation triggered an emotion she wasn’t quite sure how to define. Happiness? A little bit, because he still wanted her. But mostly satisfaction. She kind of felt bad, but knowing he now experienced some of what she’d gone through made her feel good, as well as if a little justice had been served.
Remembering why she’d gone through all that pain tempered her joy. “You’ve got no one to blame but yourself, Joe. You left me, remember?”
“I told you, I realize now that was a mistake.”
“After you saw me with Sam.”
She was surprised when he ran a hand through his hair and left it messed up.
“What can I say? I’m an idiot. A jerk. I regret that I hurt you.”
He moved forward and took both her hands in his. His touch awakened memories of the good times they’d had the year they were together. He was a good man, and she’d loved him with all her heart until he broke it into tiny little jagged pieces that stabbed her chest with each breath.
Remnants of those shattered emotions stirred to life as his plaintive gaze held hers.
“If there is any way you can forgive me, Nicole, I’m begging you to give me a second chance. To give us a second chance.”
Wow. Joe Holder begging? She didn’t know what to say.
Actually, yes, she did. She pulled free once more and crossed her arms over her chest. “Tanya know you’re here?”
“I broke it off with her. We’d only gone on a few dates. It was nothing serious.”
“Did you sleep with her?”
Joe shifted back a half step, his averted gaze answering the question for him. Nikki turned her head to stare at the counter. Then she pushed past that stab of hurt and moved on to the main hurdles.
“Have you changed your mind about getting married?”
“I’m ready to talk about it.”
That was a huge step up from him walking out on her at the mention of til death do us part. She brought her gaze back to his. “And kids? Are you ready to talk about a family, too?”
His gaze faltered before locking steady again. “Down the road, yes.”
He was offering the possibility of what she’d wanted all along. She respected his honesty in being willing to talk about the issues instead of promising her everything right away. But she also knew after spending just a few days with Sam and Ella, she would settle for nothing less than everything.
She wasn’t willing to go down this road a second time with him if he was only going to break her heart again. Not after she’d just started to heal with her budding feelings for the man next door.
Thinking of Sam added another level of uncertainty and confusion. Was he the attraction, or did she love the idea of Ella and him and an instant family?
“What I want for my future hasn’t changed,” she warned Joe.
“I know. And you deserve to have what you want and be happy.”
“We both do. So if you’re not sure—”
“Let me take you to dinner tomorrow night,” he suggested. “No pressure, just a nice night out to see how things go.”
She warned him about being sure, yet here she stood, plagued by doubts. About him. About Sam. About herself.
The thing was, she had no clue where things were going with Sam, if they were even going anywhere. He kissed her like he meant it for himself, yet the original idea had been to make Joe jealous. Which they’d done. He might figure his job was done, and then where would she be? She hadn’t known him long enough to bet on any type of a future with him and Ella, so didn’t she owe it to herself to see if there was still a chance of one with Joe?
“Dinner sounds nice,” she agreed with caution.
Hope filled Joe’s expression. “Yeah?”
“Yes. But it’ll have to be Saturday. Tomorrow night is Savannah’s birthday party.”
“Maybe I could go with you?”
“No, I don’t think that’d be a good idea.”
“Why? Because of your brother-in-law?”
Joe’s mouth twisted in annoyance. He and Eric had never quite gotten past whatever differences they had, but neither would explain their dislike.
“It’s not just him.” Marissa’s comment earlier in the week about Joe taking her for granted surfaced, and she raised her voice in defense of her family. “You walked out on me, Joe. Do you expect they’ll welcome you back with open arms?”
“I expect I’ll have a lot of apologizing to do.”
And then some. If they even got that far again. She was impressed that he’d admit it.
He stepped forward, but she held up her hand. “Saturday, dinner. Now, goodnight.”
“Can’t I stay for a little while?”
She shook her head and walked past him to go hold open the front door. “I need time to process all this.”
After a moment of hesitation, he nodded. “I can respect that.”
Except when he walked by, he hooked one arm around her waist and pulled her out onto the porch and into his arms. Her initial gasp of surprise was smothered by his mouth. After a moment of stiffness, she let herself relax into the kiss. There was an element of comfort in his embrace that stirred a familiar desire she’d missed so much since he’d left.
As the kiss continued, she found herself waiting for the excitement to mount. Sex had never been an issue between them, and even now, he executed just the right moves to set off a little ping deep inside.
And yet...execute was the key word. Skilled as he was at pleasing her, his lovemaking lacked passionate abandon. With him, she’d never experienced that all-consuming need to get closer, to feel his hot skin against hers until desire overrode all rational thought, like the other night in Sam’s kitchen.
Her eyes popped open.
Sam.
Nikki turned her head away from Joe’s kiss. His lips grazed her cheek as her gaze landed on Sam’s house. She owed the sexy construction worker nothing, so why did she feel like she was being unfaithful?
Before Joe could do more than brush his mouth against the sensitive spot on her neck, she pushed against his chest. He released her with a pleased smile. “Thank you for doing this, Nicole. I’ll see you Saturday at six. I’ve got a special place picked out, so make sure you wear something nice.”
She managed a nod. When he descended the stairs, she closed the door and turned to lean against it. Closing her eyes, she let her head fall back until it thumped against the wood. Not a good sign that she compared Joe’s kiss to Sam’s—in the middle of the kiss! Worse that she found Joe’s kiss...lacking.
What the hell was she doing?
 

 
Chapter 12
 
Sam took a deep breath before ringing Nikki’s doorbell Friday morning. Play it cool. Be happy for her. After all, getting her back with her ex was your bright idea, wasn’t it?
“Well done, you idiotic sonofabitch,” he muttered.
Ella stared up at him from the carrier resting against his hip. Then the door swung open and he pasted on a smile for Nikki. “Good morning.”
“Hi. Come on in.”
Her voice was a little hoarse, and thank God he’d seen the guy’s fricken’ expensive Corvette leave last night, or he’d be torturing himself with why she looked like she’d gotten less sleep than him. Ella had allowed him about six hours last night, so that was a switch.
He set the diaper bag on her couch and the carrier on the floor. Nikki came over to unstrap Ella from the seat right away, focusing all her attention on the baby. He couldn’t help focusing on the nice fit of her jeans, until he realized she hadn’t looked at him yet.
Did she know he’d seen her second kiss of the night out on the front porch? Or if she didn’t know for sure, did she at least worry if he did? He hoped so, but didn’t count on it. Yeah, he’d turned away after a moment, but that’s all he’d needed to see it’d been more than a peck goodnight, and she’d kissed the guy back.
Much as he didn’t want to hear the news, he couldn’t stand going all day without knowing for sure where she now stood.
“So, you and Joe...” He trailed off so she could finish the sentence.
She lifted her gaze, and the question of what he might have seen shimmered in her eyes. It made him wonder if they’d kissed out on the porch just so he would see them together. Before he could figure out the answer, she lowered her attention to remove Ella’s coat.
“Um...he asked for a second chance.”
“You going to give him one?”
“We’re...ah...we’re going to dinner tomorrow night.”
His fingers clenched into fists, but he forced them to relax. “Good. Glad the plan worked.”
Her gaze rose to his once more, full of unexpected confusion and more questions he didn’t have a clue how to interpret.
“I gotta get going.” An abrupt spin sent him toward the exit before he said something he’d later regret, like, I kissed you last night so you’d think of me, not get back with the other guy.
Just before he shut the door, he called over his shoulder without looking back. “Any chance you’d mind having Ella a couple extra hours if I work some overtime tonight?”
“That’s fine. I—”
“Great, thanks.”
He gently clicked the door closed instead of giving into the urge to slam it. The blustery wind tugged at his hair and tore foliage-turned-too-early from the trees. As the leaves skittered and crunched beneath his boots, he hunched his shoulders against the chill in the autumn air.
The leaden gray sky confirmed the rain that’d been forecasted for most of the day again, with a chance of severe storms later in the evening. Once he was on the road, the heater evaporated the dampness from his cab, but it was going to be a miserable day on the job site.
***
Sam checked his phone after lunch to find Nikki had taken Ella to her sister’s house so she could help decorate for her own niece’s birthday party. Then she’d sent him the address so he could pick Ella up there. The text message kicked his mood from bad to worse. Since it was a family event, it was likely Joe would be there. He could just image the smug smile he’d receive from the guy.
The other crew members left at five, and Carter approved him to stay however long he wanted. Nikki had reiterated in the text to take his time, but without the back and forth chatter of his co-workers, he started thinking of her at the party. She’d have all her family around, all her nieces and nephews, and she’d be stuck taking care of his kid.
Not that she’d view it that way. She’d been wonderful with Ella from the start, and her unconditional love for his little girl was part of what drew him to her.
His little girl. His kid. Whoa.
He had to stop thinking like that. What if Rae came back and took her away?
The sudden, fearful leap of his pulse told him it was a day he never wanted to see. How awful to dread seeing his sister again, and yet already the thought of losing Ella was equally unthinkable.
Guilt pressed in like the dark clouds, and after only one hour of overtime, he packed it in and headed home to Pulaski as the heater in the truck warmed his chilled bones. Once he reached the Riley residence about six-thirty, he parked behind a multitude of vehicles and jogged to the front door through the dreary drizzle.
After ringing the doorbell, he stood back, brushing moisture from his hair while admiring what he could see of the log home. A series of lightning flashes lit up the porch, creating a strobe-light effect. Stuffing his hands in his pockets, he glanced back over his hunched shoulder at the stormy sky.
“You must be Sam.”
He swung back around to see a stylish blond woman, who could only be Nikki’s sister, standing in the open doorway.
“Yes. I’m here to pick up my niece.”
She motioned him inside. “Come on in. I’m Marissa.”
He stepped into the warm house and turned to face her as she shut the door. “Nice to meet you.”
“Likewise. Let me take your coat.”
“Oh, I’m not staying.”
“At least have something to eat. There’s a ton of food.”
“I—” He cast a glance toward the noise coming from beyond the foyer and did a double take as Nikki rounded the corner.
She wore her usual jeans, and a gray, V-necked version of the curve-hugging sweaters she favored, so how was it she looked better than ever? Her hair was curled, and a little extra make-up highlighted her beautiful blue eyes. She was just as pretty without it, but gloss on her lips made her smile shine even brighter.
That’s what it was—the smile that reached all the way to her eyes as if he was the only one in the room.
“Hey. You’re earlier than I expected.”
She even sounded happy to see him. His pulse sped up—until he rationalized she was simply relieved to be free of the responsibility of caring for Ella so she could enjoy quality time with her own family.
“Yeah, I—”
“Tell him he has to stay,” Marissa interrupted.
“I don’t want to intrude on the party.” Or end up having to make small talk with Joe. He dragged his gaze away from Nikki, and lifted his arms to draw attention to his old, dirty jeans and dusty boots. “I came straight from the job site, so it’s better if Ella and I just head home.”
“Oh, please, like we’re not used to carpenters and construction workers after a day of work.” Marissa stepped behind him and took hold of the collar of his coat. As she pulled, giving him no choice but to shrug out of his lined Carhartt jacket, he sent Nikki a pleading look.
Her grin remained as she spread her hands with a shrug. “You might as well grab a plate of food. I don’t think you’re going to pry Ella out of Santa Butch’s hands anytime soon, anyway.”
“Santa Butch?”
“He’s a close family friend. You’ll understand when you meet him.”
“Butch Walsh had a hand in me and Eric getting together, so he and his wife Judy will always be part of our family,” Marissa explained from the closet. “Plus, my brother-in-law and sister in-law married their granddaughter and grandson.”
Nikki laughed as he tried to catch up in his mind. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to everyone.”
Ella was fully occupied in the arms of an older man with a snow-white beard, rosy cheeks, and eyes squinted in joy. Santa Butch was an apt description; all he needed was the suit and some spectacles perched on his nose. Sam offered to take his niece, but the man waved him away.
“Get yourself something to eat, son. This little angel and I are just fine.”
The little angel reached up and tangled her fingers in his beard. Sam imagined those vice-like fingers had to be inflicting pain, but Butch only spouted a mouthful of gibberish that made Ella gurgle through her toothless grin.
Assured she was in good hands, he did a visual sweep of the chaotic room. Hmm...no Joe? Resignation gave way for relief. Good. He wouldn’t be reminded of his stupidity. Then Eric met his gaze for a brief, tense moment, but was quickly distracted by a pair of toddler boys.
By the time the rest of the introductions were completed, Sam’s head was spinning. There was Mark and Janelle, whose baby had been commandeered by Grandpa Ben Riley. Grandma Sue held the birthday girl, Savannah. Lisa and Derek helped Eric entertain the twins, Ethan and Evan, while Marissa and Eric’s older girls played hostesses.
He thanked the blond one for the glass of punch she brought to him, and then grabbed one-handed for the plate of food the taller, dark-haired girl almost shoved into his stomach. Nikki saved the plate from tipping forward all over his shirt.
“Reese, honey, easy.”
“I’m sorry.” Her gray-blue eyes filled with dismay.
“It’s okay,” he assured her with a grin. “It looks really good. Thank you very much.”
Her frown flipped, and she beamed at him before turning to see if the older woman he was pretty sure was Santa Butch’s wife wanted anything else. He set his punch on a nearby table and accepted the plate from Nikki. “So, that was Reese, and the other one is...Hazel?”
“Heather brought the punch. Hazel is Mark and Janelle’s baby. She’s just a few weeks older than Ella.”
“Got it...I think.”
She laughed. “Eventually you’ll get them all straight.”
Eventually? He liked the sound of that, until he realized she probably meant he’d see them around at her house, them being neighbors and all. Taking a bite of lasagna provided the perfect distraction to his disappointment. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was until the savory flavors of tomato and garlic filled his mouth. A second creamy, bow-tie pasta was just as good.
The adults gathered on the couches and chairs while the kids all sat on the floor for the opening of presents. Lively conversation flowed around him, interspersed with the squeals of laughter from the children. It was an assault to his unaccustomed senses, and yet, surprisingly, the bedlam didn’t bother him as he finished eating.
Mark Riley possessed an identical protective streak he’d witnessed from Eric the other night, though the few minutes the guy grilled him was more disguised than Eric’s direct confrontation. Finding out both of them were former military did not lessen the intimidation factor. Thankfully, other than a few curious looks, everyone else was welcoming and friendly.
Reese came back for his empty plate after all the wrapping paper was cleaned up, and Sam took the opportunity to retrieve Ella. He appreciated the chance to eat, but after all day at work, he missed the baby. She was a bright ray of sunshine in his otherwise dismal day.
Butch handed her over with obvious reluctance. “She’s a sweetheart.”
“I can’t really take credit for her.”
“Just take care of her like you are,” Butch advised. “That’s all you need to do.”
Clearly, everyone in the family knew the story.
“Believe me, I intend to.” He gave his niece a smile and was rewarded with another toothless grin as her chubby little hands reached for his face. His heart swelled. This. This moment made it worth each sleep-deprived night that had already passed and the ones sure to come.
“How do ya like your new house?”
Butch’s question came as lightning flashed outside and thunder rumbled. The lights flickered and a chorus of oh’s sounded over the drumming of rain on the roof and outside deck. After a glance around, Sam returned his attention to the older man.
“Still settling in. It’ll take a little longer now, but we should be okay.”
“You found yerself a nice neighborhood there.”
The best, if he considered his next door neighbor.
Mark’s wife, the red-headed Janelle, had come to stand behind Butch’s chair, and she put her hand on the old man’s shoulder. “Weren’t you on Bob’s route over there last week?”
“Sure was. He took the family out to Yellowstone.”
“Grandpa is a retired mailman,” Derek explained from where he was sitting on the floor with one of the twins. “But he still fills in every once in a while.”
Last week, huh? Is he the one responsible for the mixed up mail? Sam wondered. He didn’t ask the question out loud, though. He didn’t want to make Santa feel bad about a mistake in front of his family.
The lights flickered again, followed by a clap of thunder that drowned out the voices inside the house. Sam wondered if he shouldn’t take a peek at the weather on his phone when Marissa called everyone into the kitchen for cake. Eric raised his hands for quiet as she lit the candles.
“The radar says this cell is just about passed, and then we’ve got about an hour before the next one rolls through. Let’s have some cake, and then you all can head home before the worst hits.”
Little Savannah stared in wide-eyed wonder at the flickering candles just out of reach. Sam imagined Ella in her place in about nine months and hoped she’d still be with him for her first birthday celebration.
After everyone sang Happy Birthday, Heather and Reese handed out pieces of the marbled cake topped with large scoops of ice cream. Sam stood by the raised island counter that separated the kitchen from the large, open living room. He managed one bite of his dessert before Ella started getting impatient with being held.
Once he found the pacifier and started a gentle rocking motion, she calmed down. He was slowly getting the hang of caring for her, and each success boosted his confidence. This was a big win in a room full of people who clearly had a lot of experience with kids.
As he took a second bite of cake and melting ice cream, his gaze unerringly located Nikki at the kitchen table, standing between her nephews’ booster seats. She leaned forward to run her pinkie finger along the edge of the cake tray where a line of frosting had been left behind. Twisting one way, then the other, she dabbed some on the nose of each toddler. The boys exclaimed and swiped at their faces while she and the two older girls laughed.
Then Nikki lifted her hand and stuck her finger in her mouth to suck off the rest of the frosting. It was a completely innocent act, yet the sight of her glossed lips closing around her finger sent a spike of awareness straight to his groin.
“Nikki’s got a way with kids.”
He did his best to cover the jerk of his hand at the unexpected sound of Eric’s deep voice at his left shoulder. He set down his fork and wiped off the frosting that ended up smeared on the corner of his mouth. “She’s got a way with everyone.”
That assessing gray gaze made Sam wish he’d kept his mouth shut. Afraid Eric would guess the direction his thoughts had taken a moment ago, he used Ella as a shield, angling his body ever so slightly so she blocked the other man’s line of vision.
“You appear to be managing your niece pretty well.”
“It’s still an adjustment, but we’re getting there.”
“Good.” Eric took a bite of his own cake and took a moment to chew. “Glad you stayed, by the way. Mark seems to think you’re all right.”
“Just Mark?”
He shrugged, smirked, and walked away.
Sam stared after him, swung his gaze to Nikki, then focused on the baby in his arms.
What the hell was he doing here with this big happy family?
The longer he stayed, the more he might start to want one of his own, and that wasn’t going to happen. People didn’t stick with him. Not his father. Not his mother. He’d come to depend on Nikki in the past week, and now she was back with her ex.
His gaze skimmed from one smiling face to the next. He should’ve left, damn it. After deserting his own sister all those years ago, he was an idiot to want what these people had. Seeing the love and happiness they shared, he realized if Rae ever did come back to take Ella, he’d be left all alone. Again.
And it’d be nothing less than he deserved.
 

 
Chapter 13
 
Nikki made one last trip around the living room collecting stray dishes. She carried them to the kitchen as her sister joined her now that she’d waved goodbye to the rest of the family. Sam had left with Ella almost immediately after the cake had been served. He’d seemed to get along with everyone, but with his abrupt departure, she wondered if he’d been uncomfortable all along.
Marissa came up and leaned her elbows on the island counter. “So...let’s talk about Sam.”
“Oh, great. I should’ve left with everyone else.” Despite the grumble, she couldn’t help but smile.
“But you didn’t. First of all, let me say, I approve. Wholeheartedly. He’s nice, he’s great with Ella, and he is smokin’ hot.”
“Better not let your husband hear you say that.”
She waved her hand. “He’ll just think I’m talking about him. Besides, he’s upstairs putting the kids to bed. So, back to Sam. Tell me about that kiss the other night.”
Heat flooded her face. “What makes you think I’ve kissed him?”
“You’re blushing. And, Eric told me all about it when he dropped off the crib.”
“What does he know?” Marissa’s you can’t fool me expression shot down her defensiveness. Nikki sighed. “Okay, fine, but it was stupid. We were joking about making Joe jealous—we’d seen him at the grocery store and he kissed me—”
“Joe did?”
“No, Sam did. I was upset about seeing Joe and Tanya, so he pretended to be my boyfriend.”
“I’m liking this guy more and more.”
“Anyway, back at his place later, I kinda tricked him into practicing”—she made air quotes with her fingers—“kissing me so I wouldn’t be taken by surprise the next time.”
“Smart move.”
“The thing is, it actually worked. Joe stopped by last night.”
“What?” Marissa shoved upright from the counter. “What the heck did he want?”
“A second chance. He said seeing me with Sam made him realize he still wants me.”
Her brow creased. “Wants you, or loves you? There’s a big difference.”
Nikki opened her mouth, then shut it. Her sister made a point she hadn’t realized until that moment. Joe hadn’t once told her he still loved her, only that seeing her with someone else made him crazy. She’d always admired his drive to be the best that made him such a success at work; wondering if it applied in this situation didn’t thrill her so much.
“You told him to go jump in the lake, right?”
She grabbed a dish and started scraping leftovers into the garbage.
“Oh, come on, Nikki. You’re not seriously considering taking him back. Not after he left the way he did.”
“We’re going to dinner tomorrow, that’s all for now. Just to see how things go.”
Marissa made a disgruntled noise and came around to load the dishwasher. “And what about Sam?”
She sighed and plunked the plate in her hand on the counter. “I don’t know. I thought he was interested in me, but the moment Joe showed up last night, he was all about the plan to make him jealous. He even kissed me again in front of Joe and said, ‘Maybe this will help.’ Then this morning, when I told him Joe and I were going to dinner, he said he was glad it worked.”
“Hm.” Marissa reached over and took the plate. “I don’t think Joe is the only one who’s jealous.”
Nikki shifted to lean her hip against the counter. “You think so?”
Her sister grinned. “He couldn’t keep his eyes off you tonight.”
Heat flooded her face once more. Hope filled her heart. “Really?”
“Really.” Marissa shut the dishwasher door. “I have to ask, if you’ve got someone like Sam interested, why in the world would you even talk to Joe again?”
She paused to consider her answer. “We were together a whole year. I loved him—even planned to marry him. When he kissed me, there was some—”
“Wait—when Sam kissed you?”
“No, Joe this time. He kissed me on the porch when he left last night, and there’s still something there.” Nothing as exciting as Sam, a little voice whispered in her ear. She sighed. “I can’t deny I’m attracted to Sam, like the guy could incinerate the clothes off my body, but...”
Marissa caught her gaze. “But what? You don’t say something like that and then add a but.”
Nikki swallowed hard and turned back to the dishes with a helpless shrug. “Everyone who was here tonight has someone. You’ve got families of your own while I sit and smile as each baby is born. And I love them, and I love all of you, but don’t begrudge me the chance to have that for myself. If it could be with Joe, then I need to find that out.” By the time she finished, tears filled her eyes, and her voice clogged with emotion.
Marissa’s hands grasped her shoulders to pull her back into a hug. She rested her chin on Nikki’s shoulder. “You will have that. I know you will. I just don’t want you to settle, or end up with the wrong guy for the wrong reasons. You know I know what I’m talking about.”
She leaned her head sideways against her sister’s. “Yeah, I know.”
Marissa turned her around and held her at arm’s length. “Just...make sure you’re sure, okay?”
“Easier said than done.”
“Listen to your heart. It won’t lie to you.”
Maybe not, but it was confusing the heck out of her right now.
The thunder that’d been getting closer again rumbled loud enough to rattle the windows. As it faded, Eric’s boots thudded down the spiral staircase in the living room. He looked surprised to see Nikki still there.
“You staying here tonight?”
“No.”
“Then I’ll help Marisa with the dishes. You should get home before it gets worse out there. Radar says it’s coming.”
“Yessir.” She headed out of the kitchen and turned to give them each a hug at the door. “It was a fun night. Thanks for everything.”
Eric paused with his hand on the door handle. “You know, I wasn’t too sure about Sam, but after tonight, I’ll admit, he seems like a decent guy.”
Nikki smiled as she shifted her gaze to Marissa. He’d never once voiced any kind of approval for Joe.
Her sister grinned and lifted a shoulder. “Think about what I said.”
“I will. Good night.”
They echoed her goodbye, then as she walked out the door, she heard Eric ask, “What’d you say?”
“None of your business,” Marissa retorted.
“I have ways of making you talk, woman.”
“Give it your best shot.”
Their playful banter was quickly drowned out by the rain and thunder as she hurried to her car. When she glanced back, they stood kissing in the open doorway.
God, she wished she could have that. Fun. Laughter. Love. She wasn’t such a Pollyanna to believe it was always sunshine and roses, but for the times it was, it would be so worth it.
***
Rain and wind buffeted her car on the five mile drive home. Sitting in the driveway, she peered through the storm at Sam’s darkened house. Had he really watched her most of the night? She’d done her own share of sneaking peeks, but only caught his gaze once or twice. Was Marissa telling the truth, or just trying to steer her away from Joe?
Think about it.
Shortly after ten p.m., she climbed into bed as the storm began to abate. She was tired of thinking about it, especially when persistent memories of Sam’s few kisses eclipsed every one of Joe’s from the past year.
Drifting off to sleep, she wondered if that right there shouldn’t tell her more than enough.
A deafening boom jerked her out of a dead sleep. Cracking wood, breaking glass, and a cold rush of damp air was underscored by a body-vibrating rumble of thunder and splash of rain.
She sat up, then gasped in wide-eyed shock when a flash of lightning lit up her bedroom. Through a gaping hole in the roof of her house, tree branches silhouetted against the flash, dark tentacles reaching toward her to within a couple inches of her bed. Her racing heartbeat made it hard to catch her breath as the wind whistled through the opening that extended down the wall.
Her stunned gaze cut to the alarm clock to see what time it was, but the red numbers were dark. Power must be out—and all her flashlights were downstairs in the kitchen junk drawer. She’d thought about putting one in her night stand, but that’s as far as it ever went, damn it.
Another flash of light from the sky guided her off the bed even as it revealed the doorway was blocked by the tree. Holding her hands out in front of her, she gingerly made her way across the dark room while questions whirled without answers.
Had a tornado come through? Was the worst over, or still to come?
She paused, holding her breath to listen. The thunder sounded further away each time it rumbled, and the lightning flashes came less frequently. Cold rain still fell, enough to dampen her cami and shorts and send icy shivers along her spine she resumed pushing her way through the wet branches. Whether the storm was over, or they were in another lull, she needed to get downstairs.
Except she couldn’t open her bedroom door past one of the larger limbs, not even enough to squeeze through while holding her breath. Down below, the faint ring of her cell phone came from the kitchen, and she realized she wouldn’t even be able to call for help. Now what was she going to do?
Another crash from downstairs made her flinch, and she moved away from the fallen tree in case it shifted.
“Nikki!”
Sam’s alarmed voice filtered through the rustling leaves and raindrops. He shouted her name again, and she moved back to clutch the edge of the door, weak-kneed with relief.
“I’m upstairs,” she hollered through the three inch opening.
“Are you okay?”
“Yes, except I can’t get out of my bedroom. There’s a tree blocking the way.”
“I can’t get up the stairs either.”
A broken-up beam of light shifted around on the hallway wall at the top of the stairs, then disappeared.
“Do you have a ladder to climb out the window?”
“No.” Embarrassing to say, a fire-escape ladder had gone the same route as the flashlights. Nothing more than a good thought. His mention of the window gave her hope though. She glanced in the direction of the one facing the street, even though she couldn’t see anything. “I could probably climb out onto my front porch roof and jump down from there.”
“No, don’t do that! I’ve got a ladder in my garage. I’ll be back in a minute.”
“Okay.”
His footsteps thumped below as she thought of something else. “Sam—wait! Is Ella safe?”
“She’s fine. Sound asleep in her crib with the doors locked.”
“Okay, good.”
“Hang tight and I’ll be right back.”
Hands outstretched again, she felt her way over to the window and peered through the rain-spotted glass out into the inky blackness. Power must be out through the entire neighborhood. The only light below was Sam’s flashlight bobbing toward his garage.
It sounded like the rain had stopped, but the wind still gusted between the branches of the tree. The chill slid across her goose-bumped skin and left her entire body shivering in her thin pajamas. She should get dressed, and grab a bag for tomorrow, too, since she wouldn’t make it back up here until the tree was cleared out. Except, without any light, she’d need to wait for Sam.
A loud thump outside preceded the rattle of metal when he clambered up the ladder to her porch roof. She opened the window as high as it would go and he climbed inside. He ran the beam down to her toes and back up to her face as her teeth began to chatter. When she blinked and raised her hand to shield her eyes, he lowered the blinding light.
“Sorry. Are you sure you’re okay?”
“I’m f-f-fine.”
Her trembling continued as he reached out to pull her against his chest, tucking her head under his chin. His arms wrapped tight around her, enveloping her in a cocoon of warmth she wanted to snuggle into and never emerge.
She slid her arms around his waist and hung on. The chill eased, allowing her muscles to relax. Until she thought of how close the tree had come to her bed. This time, a reactive shudder shook her shoulders.
Sam rubbed his hands over her back. “You’re wet. You should get some dry clothes on.”
“I will.” She didn’t move. He was too warm. “I can’t believe I slept through the storm until the tree came crashing down.”
“It woke me up, too. When I saw where it landed, I ran over here right away.”
It dawned on her how fast he’d run over when she realized her cheek rested against bare skin. He’d thrown on a shirt, but the damp material hung unbuttoned at his sides. She shifted, her thighs brushing the denim of his jeans, toes bumping against his bare feet. A discreet inhale filled her senses with his musky male scent.
“Thanks for checking on me.”
He lifted his arms and leaned back to frame her face with his hands, the flashlight still in his left. The light was bright enough to bounce off the wall behind her and illuminate his expression.
“I thought you were under that tree.”
She didn’t know quite how to respond in the face of his genuine distress and gruff voice, so she attempted a smile. “Almost.”
His hold tightened. His gaze dropped, and her heart skipped when he lowered his mouth to hers. She hadn’t realized her lips were cold until his warmed hers through and through. Yet even as his kiss spread heat through her body, the cold air tunnel between the opening in her roof and the raised window made her shiver.
Sam pulled back and set her away from him so fast she nearly stumbled. He turned the light on the tree protruding from her ceiling. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”
“I—”
“Get yourself some dry clothes so we can get out of here.” He stepped toward the tree, sweeping the light over the damage. “Tomorrow I can cut this thing out of here, and then I’ll see what I have to do to close up the hole. You have homeowner’s insurance, right?”
“Yes, but—”
“It may take a few days before you can get someone out here to get the work done, but I’ll do what I can over the weekend to minimize weather damage before I go back to work.”
“Sam, you don’t—”
“Yes, I do.” He swung around with a frown. “Are you going to get your stuff? I need to get back by Ella.”
“I need the light,” she snapped, annoyed at his continual interruptions after that bone-melting kiss.
“Oh. Right.”
He came only close enough to hand her the flashlight, then climbed out the window onto the porch roof. “I’ll wait out here.”
She pulled on a pair of jeans and a sweater, socks and her tennis shoes, then packed a bag with clothes and toiletries for tomorrow as well. When she joined him on the roof, she noticed he’d buttoned his shirt. Of course, it was cold, but she didn’t think that was the issue. What was the problem? He’d hugged her. He’d kissed her. So why did it feel like she’d done something wrong?
He didn’t say a word as he turned to shut the window. She inched down the slippery, leaf-littered incline toward the edge of the porch roof.
“Careful.” He moved past and lifted her bag from her shoulder. “Let me go first so I can hold the ladder for you.”
She held the top as he made his way to the ground, then he did the same for her from below. She tried not to think about him possibly watching her butt and was glad she still held the flashlight, the beam pointed skyward. While he pulled the ladder down and laid it in front of her house, she started up the stairs onto her porch.
“Where are you going?” Impatience edged his voice.
“Um, inside? I’m not going to sit out here all night.” Especially when her breath fogged in the beam of the flashlight.
“Well, of course not, but you’re not staying here, either. You need to come over to my place.”
“Why? I can sleep on my...” She came to an abrupt stop when she saw the splintered wood that used to be her front door frame. “What the heck happened here?”
“Your door was locked.”
She stared at the busted frame and remembered the crash she’d heard shortly after the tree had fallen. That had been Sam, breaking down her door to get to her?
“I’ll fix that,” he assured her. “I’m sorry, but it was the only way I could get in, and I didn’t know—”
“It’s okay, I’m not mad.”
She walked inside and tossed her bag on the couch. Before she could turn back to close the door, he stormed past and scooped up her duffle.
“I’m serious, you’re not staying here. It’s not safe.”
He had a point. “If it makes you feel better, I’ll wedge a chair under the door handle.”
“That’s not the only issue. The tree could’ve exposed some of your wiring, which will be a fire hazard once power is restored. We need to turn off your electricity at the breaker box. That leaves you no way to heat the house until that tree is removed. I’ve got a fireplace, so even if it takes the power company more than a couple hours to restore power, we’ll still be warm.”
Damn it. He was full of good points, wasn’t he? She could just as easily call Marissa. Or drive over there. After he’d practically shoved her away from him upstairs, that’d be the smart thing to do.
Except with the five kids, the Riley house was full to the max. Not only would she worry about waking everyone up, but she knew they didn’t have a bed to spare without it being an inconvenience.
“If you’re worried about privacy, I’ll take the couch and you can have my room,” Sam offered. “Please, Nik, just come stay with me for the rest of the night, so I know you’re safe.”
He’d broken in the door to come to her rescue, and he kept using the nickname that only ever sounded good in his voice. Marissa had told her to follow her heart, and her heart liked his display of concern very much—especially the knight-in-shining-armor part about the door.
Then he added, “The tree fell from my yard, so I can’t help but feel responsible.”
Oh, why’d he have to go and ruin it?
She ignored her disappointment and lifted her chin in determination. “Fine, but only because I’m cold, and I don’t want to bother my sister in the middle of the night. And I’ll take the couch.”
His challenging gaze met hers in the dim light provided by the flashlight. “Fine. Where’s the breaker box?”
She led the way and collected her purse and jacket while he shut off her electricity. Back at his house, he unlocked the door, then handed off her bag and headed for the stairs. “I’ll bring in some wood for the fire after I check on Ella.”
“Is it stacked outside?”
“No, there’s some dry stuff in the garage, but I’ll get it.”
It was a couple minutes before midnight, and after everything that’d happened, she knew she wasn’t going to fall asleep again anytime soon. She unzipped her duffle and took out the extra flashlight she’d taken from her kitchen, then went out to the garage for an armload of wood.
Sam met her at the doorway on her way back inside. He’d changed into a dry shirt and pulled on a pair of socks. She lifted her gaze past the cotton molded to his chest and found his mouth set in a grim line.
“I said I’d get it.”
“So get some,” she shot back. “We’ll need more than I’ve got here.”
In the living room, she set the wood off to the side, and then found some newspaper in a kindling box off to the side. Before she could crinkle up the first piece to start the fire, he took it from her hands.
“You don’t have to help with this. I feel bad enough about the tree already.”
After the tree, and him pushing her away, his I’m the Man attitude put her over the edge. She reached forward and snatched the paper back. Then she jabbed it in the air at him to punctuate her words.
“First of all, unless you went out and personally pushed that tree onto my house, it’s not your fault. Second, believe me, I know you’re a man. I know you can get the wood and I know you can build the fire. You don’t owe me anything, and I’m not helpless, so stop treating me like I am.”
 

 
Chapter 14
 
Sam held back his smile with everything he had, but as Nikki lowered the paper after her little speech, his lips twitched. “I’m being an idiot, aren’t I?”
Surprisingly, her mouth tugged upward at the corners, too. “A little bit.”
He was. Because he’d been worried out of his mind when he saw that tree crashed into her house. And then he’d kissed her again and never wanted to stop—only he knew she was back with Joe, and the only way to keep his hands off her was to detach himself. Since he’d insisted she spend the night under his roof without first considering their physical proximity, that left him with emotional distance. Which had turned him into a jerk.
Except he didn’t want her to think he was a jerk for any reason, even if she was back with her ex-boyfriend.
“You’re right. I didn’t push down the tree, and you’re not helpless. Now what?”
She stepped forward to slap the paper against his chest. “Build the damn fire so I can warm up.”
He laughed, catching the paper when she turned away. “Yes, ma’am.”
While he got the fire going, she disappeared into the kitchen with a flashlight she must’ve brought from her house.
“Do you have any candles?”
Sitting back on his heels as the flame licked at the kindling, he glanced in her direction. “I have no curtains on my windows yet. You really think I have candles around here?”
“I guess not. What about some hot chocolate?”
“Only coffee, and no way to make it.”
She walked out of the kitchen, straight for the front door. “I’m going to get a few things from my place. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
He bit his tongue on the offer to go with her, rising to his feet as the wood in the grate caught fire. “Be careful.”
She nodded on her way out the door. Once the screen was in place to prevent sparks from flying out, he took his flashlight upstairs to get some blankets and a pillow for her to use on the couch.
It was still fairly warm upstairs, but if the power didn’t come on in a couple hours, he would probably have to bring Ella downstairs to her playpen. Another peek in on the baby assured him she was still asleep. All the activity at the Riley’s must’ve worn her out. This was the longest she’d slept at a stretch since she’d arrived, which left him equally amazed and grateful.
By the time Nikki returned with two brown paper grocery bags full of heaven only knew what, he’d made up her bed on the couch and finished up a call to the electric company with his cell phone.
“It could take up to twelve hours to restore the power,” he advised as he followed her into the kitchen. “Lightning hit one of the substations down the road.”
She took three jar candles from one of her bags. “Good thing I brought over what I did, then. Go ahead and light these to set around. I’m going to make some hot chocolate, you want some?”
“How are you gonna do that?”
“Bottled water, pot on the fire.”
“Ah. Sure, I’ll have a cup.”
He put one candle in the bathroom, one in the kitchen, then set the other one in the living room and sat on the couch as she made the hot chocolate. Firelight flickered across her refined features and brought out the shine in the blond hair that tumbled in damp waves about her shoulders.
The fire and candles gave the room a warm, romantic glow that he would have loved to take advantage of if it weren’t for frickin’ Joe. But after watching his mother cheat on one man after another, he’d vowed to never knowingly pursue a woman who was in a relationship. No matter how strong the desire to pull Nikki close and feel the arousing whisper of her warm breath across his bare chest once more.
She came over to hand him a mug, complete with mini marshmallows, then sat about a foot away from him on the couch. Even that was too tempting, but he couldn’t very well up and move away without her taking it personally. The confused longing in her expression after his earlier kiss had nearly undone all his good intentions.
“Thanks.” He took a cautious sip. “Mmm, that’s good. It’s been years since I’ve had a cup of hot chocolate.”
She toed off her shoes, then propped her stocking feet on his coffee table and hugged the pillow to her stomach and chest while holding her own mug. “It’s my weakness. Anything chocolate.”
After a sip, she licked melted marshmallow from her upper lip.
Damn, he was in trouble. Anything Nikki was fast becoming his weakness.
They both took another drink, then he directed his tortured gaze toward the stairs and steered the conversation to a safe subject. “Do you think I should bring Ella down?”
“Let her sleep for now. If she’s tucked in with a blanket, she’ll be warm enough.”
“That’s what I was thinking.”
She turned her head sideways against the couch to look at him. “Do you mind if I ask...any word from your sister?”
He shook his head at the unexpected question.
“Do you think you’ll hear from her?”
“I don’t know.” A shrug did nothing to ease the tension that burned in his shoulders. He took a breath, then admitted, “I’m not sure if I want to.” When he heard his own words, he dropped his head against the back of the couch. “God, that sounds even worse when I say it out loud.”
“Something had to be pretty bad for her to abandon her baby. It’s impossible not to fall in love with that little girl up there,” Nikki said softly.
He swallowed back his guilt and lolled his head toward her. Their gazes met and held. The tender understanding in her eyes seized the air in his lungs.
“It hasn’t even been a week, but already I can’t imagine my life without her.” Or without you.
His gaze lowered to her mouth. Her tongue darted out to wet her lips, and his pulse spiked as suppressed desire punched him in the gut. When he raised his eyes to hers once more, a similar yearning simmered in those shadowed blue depths.
She’s not yours to hold.
Sam turned his head away from temptation. A loud snap and shift of the wood in the fireplace gave him an excuse to sit forward and set his mug on the coffee table. He intended to get up and check the fire, but the guilt of Rae resurfaced, along with the urge to defend the sister he barely knew.
“Raelyn had it rough growing up. We never knew our father, and a family like what I saw tonight at your sister’s was something that only existed in the movies. Our mother left us with an aunt when Rae was only twelve. Dropped us off to go grocery shopping and never came back. We got a postcard about two weeks later from California. She said she’d be home soon. Later, I overheard my aunt arguing with my mom on the phone and I knew that was it.”
His shoulders hunched at the memory. “The argument was because my aunt didn’t mind keeping Rae, but said I was nothing but a smart-mouthed troublemaker. Mom told her to kick me out.”
He’s seventeen, he thinks he’s so smart, let him fend for himself and he’ll learn fast enough.
“That’s a horrible thing for your mom to say after deserting the two of you.”
He heard the indignant frown in her voice and shrugged away the hurt that had never fully dissipated. “But it was true; I was awful, and in my mind I was better off on my own. So I left that same night. Stayed with a friend, hit the road the next day, didn’t look back for about four years.” A bitter laugh scraped from his throat. “And as smart as I was, I got myself a record in no time.”
After a moment, Nikki quietly asked, “As in police record?”
His nod was nothing more than a single jerk of his head. “Underage drinking, aggravated assault, resisting arrest. After I was caught with a friend’s coke in my pocket—and I swear to God it was not mine—it’s a miracle I didn’t end up in jail. A long stint doing community service with a former Marine as my supervisor set me on the right track.”
He stared at the window across the room, afraid to look at what might be written on her face. Firelight reflected in the glass, along with the lone wavering flame from the candle on the coffee table. She shifted beside him, sitting forward until he could see her profile from the corner of his eye.
“And all that time, Rae stayed with your aunt?”
“Yeah.” Sticking to the subject of Raelyn stirred up memories he’d have rather stayed buried, only he couldn’t seem to shut his mouth. “Problem was, she learned faster than I did that the only time anyone cared what she was doing was when she was doing something wrong.”
He blew out a breath and reached for his mug to take a drink. The lukewarm liquid made him grimace, so he set it back down and braced his forearms on his knees. Hot coffee would be great right about now. No, a shot or two of whiskey would really hit the spot, even if it wouldn’t erase the image of his strung-out baby sister when he’d returned to Michigan.
It struck him that was part of the reason he feared Rae returning. No way he could let her take Ella back if she was still using.
“By the time I got my head straight, she was sixteen and in ten times deeper than I’d been with the alcohol, and drugs. I tried to talk some sense into her, but I was just the jerk brother who’d left her like everyone else in her life.” He scrubbed his hands over his face and hung his head as he forced out the words he’d never expected to voice to any living soul. “I should’ve stayed. Or brought her with me. Anything would’ve been better than doing the same damn thing our mother did.”
While waiting for Nikki’s response in the heavy silence, he realized he wanted her to blame him. He’d been burned more than once during those four long, tough years, but each hard lesson learned had beat humility and common sense into his thick skull. He liked to believe he was that much smarter now, so how was he falling so fast for someone when he’d avoided attachments up ‘til now?
If she looked at him with contempt for what he’d done, it would make his life so much easier. Put some distance between them.
The soft touch of her hand on his shoulder made his pulse skip.
“You were just a kid yourself, Sam, trying to deal with your mother leaving, too. You made bad choices, same as your sister did. The difference is, you grew up, and she chose to repeat the pattern with her own child. Ella’s lucky to have you.”
With his eyes closed, he couldn’t help but focus on her reassuring touch rubbing his back. The heat of her leg next to his seeped through his jeans. She offered everything he didn’t deserve. Understanding. Acceptance. Forgiveness. The urge to lean into her threatened to overwhelm his common sense.
“I can’t help but think if I’d stayed, things would be completely different now.”
“Maybe. Maybe not.”
She withdrew her arm, and he immediately missed her warmth.
“When I went back, she left before I could figure out how to undo what I’d done.”
“At least you tried. And think about it. If you’d stayed for Rae the first time, you might not have Ella right now. Knowing that, would you go back and change anything?”
He straightened in surprise. “What the hell kind of question is that?”
Her eyes met his without flinching. “A hard one.”
Yeah, and one he didn’t want to answer. When he sat back against the couch, she shifted to keep her gaze on his face like a hawk tracking its prey.
His and Rae’s childhood had not been a happy one even before their mother ditched them. The first years after he’d left had been even harder—again, for both of them. Would he give up Ella to wipe away all those years of pain?
His jaw clenched. No. Even knowing what they’d both been through, imagining what his sister could be going through now, he could never wish Ella out of existence.
Nikki smiled as if he’d spoken the denial out loud. “Concentrate on taking care of your niece, Sam. She’s all that matters at the moment.”
“I know. But even though I said before I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear from Rae, I worry about how she’s doing. I mean, like you said, it had to be bad for her to leave Ella. I don’t want her to be in trouble, and yet...I really hope it’s not that she’s like our mother and just doesn’t give a shit.”
“She could’ve left her with anyone. Instead she found you.”
“Yeah, but if she’d have trusted me and stayed, I could’ve helped them both.”
“She trusts you with Ella. That’s says a lot more than you think, Sam.”
He hadn’t considered it that way.
“If—no, when—your sister comes back, you can be there for her, too, for whatever she needs. You can’t change what you did in the past, but you’re already more than making up for it now.”
The lump in his throat was hard to swallow past. Would Rae ever give him a chance to make up for leaving her?
He risked a glance at Nikki and saw a sheen of tears as her lashes lowered. Mirroring her comment about choices, anything different in his life would mean they’d never have met, either.
She’d said Ella was all that mattered, but that wasn’t true. There was an irresistible magnetism drawing him to her, and it should’ve scared the daylights out of him. Instead, he pulled her back toward him until she rested under the crook of his arm, her head on his chest. When she relaxed against him, despite knowing all about his ugly past, his arm tightened even as he knew it’d be better to let her go.
Pressing his lips to her temple, he whispered, “Thank you.”

 
Chapter 15
 
Sam woke as dawn bleached the sky outside the windows. It took a moment for him to realize he was on his couch, and had fallen asleep with Nikki in his arms. Sometime during the night, she’d adjusted her position and now her cheek used his thigh as her pillow. One hand was wedged between his leg and the couch cushion, the other rested on his knee. Blond hair spilled across his jeans, and he reached to smooth the silky strands off her face.
Whoa, no, not a good idea. He checked the action and drew back with regret. Nothing had changed since last night.
Time to take stock of everything else. The fire had burned down to nothing but ashes and a few glowing embers, but the hum of the refrigerator and the light shining above the stairs told him the power was back on. His furnace had probably kicked in, which is why the house wasn’t chilled enough to have woken him sooner.
He listened for Ella, but didn’t hear any crying from upstairs. Amazing, but still, he needed to get up and make sure she was okay. He carefully leaned sideways to get the pillow on the other side of Nikki so he could switch it out in place of his leg, allowing her to continue sleeping.
She shifted with a soft sigh, then stiffened a second before pushing up to a sitting position.
He cleared his throat. “Morning.”
“Hey.” Her voice was quiet, almost shy, and her disheveled hair blocked her face. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to...”
“It’s fine,” he assured her. “You can go back to sleep. It’s still early.”
“No. I’m up.”
He got to his feet and stretched with a low groan. “Power’s back on. Make yourself at home. The bathroom down here is all yours. I’m going to go up and check on Ella.”
She glanced toward the stairs. “She slept through the night?”
“Seems so.”
At the top of the stairs, he heard movement from the nursery and looked in to see Ella laying quietly on her back, playing with one of her soft crib toys. As long as she wasn’t fussing yet, he quickly moved down the hall to use the bathroom and brush his teeth. After changing his clothes, he returned to her room and moved up next to the crib.
“Well, hello there, little girl.”
Her arms and legs jerked at the sound of his voice. Then her face scrunched up as she began to cry. He chuckled and reached to pick her up. “Oh, honey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”
One clean diaper and a new outfit later, and he carried the now quiet infant back downstairs for her morning bottle. Nikki stood by the window that faced her house, her hand raised to cover her mouth. The stairs creaked under his weight, and she ducked her chin to wipe her cheeks.
Two crying females by six a.m. Wonderful.
But he could guess the reason for Nikki’s emotion, and with her back angled toward him, clearly she didn’t want him to see her tears. He suppressed the urge to go hug her and continued into the kitchen to give her some space.
“I’m making coffee. You want some?”
“Please.” Small and wobbly, her voice barely reached across the room. “You know, I saw it last night, but I didn’t really see it. It’s bad.”
One glance out his kitchen window and he couldn’t argue her statement. The tree had taken out the entire side of her roof as well as a large section of the side of the house. But agreeing wouldn’t help, so he went the pragmatic route.
“It could’ve been worse,” he reminded, putting Ella in her highchair so he could warm a bottle and start the coffee. “The house can be fixed. The important thing is that you weren’t hurt.”
“I know.” She took a shuddering breath and turned for the couch. “It’s just...how am I supposed to watch the kids now?”
“We haven’t been inside in the daylight yet.”
She paused, a partially folded blanket hugged to her stomach. A moment later, those blond locks shimmered about her shoulders as she shook her head and went back to straightening his living room. “I appreciate that you’re trying to be positive, but we both know I can’t babysit two infants and a toddler in the mess that’s going to be for a while.”
“Then you can watch them here.”
The words slipped out before he really thought about them. Nikki straightened, her surprised gaze finding his through the kitchen island window. “Are you serious?”
He shrugged. Despite her annoyance over the idea of his liability for the tree last night, he still felt somewhat responsible since it had fallen from his backyard. “I’ll be at work all day, so it’s not like it’ll bother me. Plus, all Ella’s stuff is here, so that’s easy for me, too.”
Relief showed in her expression when she joined him in the kitchen. “That would really help. Thank you.”
“Sure.”
The temporary solution appeared to ease her mind and she even offered him a brief smile before opening his refrigerator. He found out her grocery bags from last night had contained breakfast items, so while she cooked them scrambled eggs and toast, he fed Ella her bottle. After his niece drained the last of the formula, he burped her and put her back in the highchair so he and Nikki could eat.
He poured them each a cup of coffee while she brought their plates to the table.
“I’m sure you want to get over there, but I’d feel better if you let me check everything first.” He stabbed a forkful of fluffy eggs, then rested his hand against the side of his plate. “Make sure it’s safe before you go back inside again.”
She nodded. “I’ll stay here with Ella. I texted Marissa before, but they won’t be up for another hour or so. Eric might be able to come help cut up the tree, but in the meantime, I’ll call my insurance company and see when they can get someone out for an estimate.”
“I’ll call mine, too, since it’s my tree. Between the two of them, it should all be covered.”
Once the phone calls were made, and he’d determined it safe for her to enter the house, no live wires in the yard or anything, Nikki transferred her freezer items to store in his while keeping an eye on Ella in her swing.
He’d gassed up his chainsaw in the garage and had just begun to clear the lower branches when three pick-up trucks pulled into their two driveways. Doors opened and then slammed as Eric, Mark and Janelle, and Derek Walsh all exited their vehicles. Sam cut the engine on his saw when they approached.
“Holy shit.” Mark walked around to the other side of the tree with Janelle and Derek.
Eric stopped next to Sam, his gaze fixed on the destruction. “Thank God Nikki wasn’t hurt.”
“It was quite the wake up.”
Nikki’s voice made them both turn to see she’d joined them outside, her hands shoved deep into the pockets of her coat. Eric pulled her into a hug. “Hey, how are you doing?”
“A little shell-shocked after seeing it in the morning light.”
“You should’ve called us last night,” he admonished.
“It’s not like you could’ve done anything,” she reasoned. “Sam offered his couch, so there was no sense waking you guys up in the middle of the night when I could walk next door.”
“Makes sense.” Eric’s gaze cut to Sam, but he didn’t flinch away from those assessing gray eyes. The man didn’t say anything and by then the others rejoined them.
Derek clapped his hands together. “Are we going to get this done, or what?”
“I didn’t expect you all to show up,” Nikki said. “Not that I’m complaining, mind you.”
The slightly husky tone of her voice told Sam she was touched by the fact they were all there to help her.
Mark shrugged. “The grandparents were more than happy to watch all the babies, so you’ve got us for as long as you need us.”
Eric lightly backhanded his brother on the arm. “Then let’s get moving.”
While Mark and Janelle made a list and left to get plywood, lumber, and the other necessary supplies to begin repairs, Sam, Eric and Derek got to work with their chainsaws. Nikki kept an eye on Ella until Marissa arrived a little later with the two older girls, who were thrilled to watch the baby. Once she cleared their babysitting skills with Sam, she and Nikki helped outside by hauling branches into his backyard where he could burn them later.
Neighbors came and went; some staying to help for an hour or two, others just checking to make sure Nikki hadn’t been injured. The hours flew by as everyone worked together, breaking only for the lunch of pizza and sodas Derek’s wife Lisa brought from Figaro’s in Pulaski. Ella was doing great with Reese and Heather, so Sam remained outside as they finished removing the tree.
By mid-afternoon, they began boarding up the house to prevent weather damage until everything could be permanently repaired. Used to working with men, Sam was impressed at how Nikki and the other women worked right alongside the guys, wielding hammers, sheets of plywood, and anything else needed.
Despite the situation and hard work, laughter rang out in the crisp fall afternoon. Good-natured ribbing and countless inside jokes revealed the depth of the bond they all shared. He ignored the sharpening ache in his chest, that feeling that all he was missing in his life was right here in front of him—because how could you miss something you never had?
Instead, he concentrated on how good it was to see Nikki smiling—even after she backed up, tripped over a large branch, and landed on her butt in the mud. The guys on the roof snorted with laughter at the sight, and after she’d changed, Eric teased her every so often. Sam couldn’t resist joining in as he passed her with another sheet of plywood for the roof.
“Careful behind you.” He pointed out a small twig on the ground.
She glanced around, then lifted her gaze back to make a face at him even as she kept her grin. “Ha, ha. You’re a real funny man.”
Rays from the setting sun struck her hair, making it look like spun gold. He grinned right back at her, shifting the plywood so he could balance it for his trip up the ladder. In the blink of an eye, her smile faded and dismay took over her expression. Quick steps carried her past him toward the road.
“What the hell is he doing here?” Eric asked from above.
Sam swiveled his head and his gut clenched at the sight of Joe getting out of his shiny red Corvette. The guy defined success and wore it like his perfectly tailored suits. God, he felt so far out of Nikki’s league, jealousy struck like he’d stepped on a rattlesnake.
 

 
Chapter 16
 
Nikki couldn’t believe the day had passed so quickly and it was already six o’clock. She’d completely forgotten about her dinner date with Joe and hurried to meet him before he could cross the yard.
“What the heck happened to your house?”
“The wind blew over a tree during the storm last night.”
He turned his frown toward her, then moved past to go check out the damage. “Why didn’t you call me? I’d have come over to help.”
“I didn’t even think of it.”
Didn’t that just say it all? Her fingers tightened on the hammer in her hand. Not once during the entire day had she thought about Joe or their dinner or their potential new beginning. It had been too much fun working on her destroyed house with her family. And Sam.
Wow, what a revelation. Joe was in the past. Now, she wanted to see where things went with Sam. 
But what if it doesn’t work out with Sam?
That question pushed the air from her chest until she sucked a deep breath into her lungs. Didn’t matter. She may not know if Sam was ‘The One,’ but she felt they’d connected last night on a level she hadn’t reached with Joe after an entire year, and it was suddenly very clear more time wouldn’t make any difference. In her heart, she was finally able to recognize without doubt that Joe was not her future, and dinner tonight, or any other night, would be pointless.
Now to tell him.
She glanced up at the roof where Sam worked, minding his own business as he hammered nails in the sheet of plywood he’d carried up before. Derek, Mark, and Eric, on the other hand, didn’t seem to have any problems checking out what was going on down below. Didn’t matter either way. As close as Joe stood to the house, everyone could hear their conversation.
She lowered her voice. “I’m not going to be able to go to dinner with you.”
“That’s understandable. We’ll go tomorrow night instead.”
“I’m still going to have a lot to do tomorrow.” She motioned toward his car with the tool in her hand. “Listen, can we talk over there?”
He didn’t even seem to hear her as he asked, “Do you have a place to stay until everything is fixed?”
She’d originally planned to sleep on her couch, but the extent of the damage nixed that idea, and she hadn’t thought any further ahead yet. “Ah—”
“Nikki can stay with us,” Marissa chimed from where she stood listening by Derek’s truck.
“We can make room at the lodge, too,” Janelle offered.
She glanced toward the guys on the roof, then faced her sister. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate your generosity, but Mar, you know you guys don’t have the room. And Janelle, I also know the Wounded Warrior Retreat starts next week, and you guys have had a waitlist every year since you started it, so no way am I taking a room from a veteran who’s served our country.”
“Then you can move in with me,” Joe said, his tone firm, as if there were no need for discussion.
She fought to keep her jaw from dropping open. His resistance to their living together was part of the reason she’d finally forced the issue about their relationship at the beginning of August, and he’d left. Now, he’d decided she would move in with him and announce it in front of everyone?
He smiled down at her as he pried one of her hands free from the hammer. “See? I told you, I’m ready. And once the repairs are done, you could just stay with me and sell the house.”
Disbelief continued to render her speechless. He’d definitely turned over a new leaf, and yet the panic fluttering in her chest confirmed she had no lingering desire to stick with the old or examine the new. She pulled her hand from his. Her whole family was watching her, and since she’d given valid reasons why she couldn’t stay with them, she scrambled for an excuse to say no to Joe.
“Actually, I’m staying with Sam.”
The hammering on the roof lost rhythm, followed by a muffled curse.
Joe didn’t say a word in the sudden silence, but the suspicion shadowing his brown eyes spoke volumes. Eric, Mark, Marissa, and Janelle all began talking at once.
She held up her hands and spoke over the noise. “Sam’s got a spare bedroom, and since I’m already babysitting Ella during the day, he offered to let me stay with him and watch Lora’s kids at his place until my house is fixed.”
Technically, that wasn’t quite what he’d offered, but hopefully he wouldn’t contradict her.
Joe’s fists clenched at his sides as he glared toward the roof. “You are sleeping with him.”
Annoyance flared. She ignored the noise of more than one pair of boots descending the metal ladder behind her and tried to steer Joe toward his car, but he jerked free. Fine. She’d say what she needed to say right here and let everyone listen.
“You know what, it’s none of your business anymore—especially after Tanya.”
“Not even going to try to deny it, I see.”
“I don’t owe you any explanations, Joe. And I’ve finally realized that you were right a month ago. We’re done.”
“Is this your way of extracting a little revenge?” He drilled his dark gaze into hers. “Getting me over here so you could humiliate me in front of everyone?”
If she was completely honest with herself, she was enjoying the effects of his unfounded, jealous conclusions, but she wasn’t going to tell him that.
“Right, because when you asked me to dinner I knew a tree was going to fall on my house last night.” She rolled her eyes and shook her head in disgust. “Call Tanya. Apologize to her. I’m sure you two will be very happy together.”
His gaze narrowed as it shifted past her shoulder, then back to her face. “It’s obvious to everyone what you’re doing here, Nicole. What he’s doing. But what happens if the kid goes away? She’s not his, so what happens to your happy little family life then?”
The hard glint in his eyes sent a shiver along her spine. She couldn’t deny she’d become attached to Ella, but that wasn’t her sole interest in being with Sam. Was it?
A hand settled at the small of her back, and Sam stepped up beside her. Her pulse jumped to attention at the tension radiating from the six foot wall of muscle at her side. The confrontational atmosphere brought Sam’s past arrest record slamming to the forefront, and she cast him a quick, nervous glance.
He’s not worth the trouble, she wanted to say, but his attention lasered on Joe.
“My family is no concern of yours, so don’t you even dare speak about my niece.” Warm fingers flexed against her back, then relaxed. “Nik’s made her feelings clear, so now it’s time for you to go.”
Joe’s gaze and bravado had faltered while Sam’s icy-calm words cut through the thick air. He backed away, then swung around to stride to his car. The Corvette roared to life, then shot down the street.
“Thank you,” she said softly.
Those fingers flexed again, then Sam’s protective touch fell away as he stepped back. “Yep.”
She turned around, her gaze darting to the others who’d made an appearance of going back to work even as they cast her and Sam curious glances. Finally, she forced her attention to his golden gaze and kept her voice low. “I’m sorry if I—”
He gave a barely perceptible shake of his head. “You don’t have to explain. The guest room is yours. As long as you need it.”
“You’re not upset with me for that?”
“No.”
He hefted another sheet of plywood from the truck and followed Eric and Mark back up the ladder to cover the last section of the roof. Though he said he wasn’t upset, he didn’t seem happy, either. Not sure what to make of his mood, she started picking up other tools around the yard as the sun began to set. Man, things were just going from bad to worse.
Once she set the last of Eric’s tools in the back of his truck, Marissa closed the tailgate. “You sure about this?” she asked in a low undertone. “Staying with Sam, I mean. Because we’ll make room for you if you’d like.”
Her family would flip if they knew what she’d learned about Sam last night. But having gotten to know him first, seeing him care for Ella with such loving tenderness, and the fact that he’d told her about his past on his own, she didn’t fear him. He’d been a kid, and kids made stupid mistakes that reliable, grown up men knew how to control.
Nikki avoided her sister’s gaze as she joked, “You’re the one who told me to have some fun with my hunky new neighbor.”
“This is completely different, and you know it. Ella complicates everything.”
“I know.”
“What about what Joe said?”
“No,” she said with another roll of her eyes. “We are not sleeping together.”
“I meant about why you’re doing this. Because for once, Joe’s right—Sam’s sister could come back at any time. Having a no-strings fling with him is one thing, but do you want a family so bad that you’re jumping into this now without considering the consequences?”
She didn’t have an answer for that. Tears stung her eyes.
“Right guy, right reason, Nikki. They go hand in hand.”
When she was confident she could face her sister without looking like she was about to cry, she said, “I like Sam, and yes, I already love Ella. But right now I’m still dealing with the fact that my house is half demolished. Staying with Sam and watching the kids at his place is a convenience, nothing more.”
 

 
Chapter 17
 
Sam parked his truck in the garage, then grabbed an armload of firewood on his way inside. After the past two weeks of normal September temperatures, it appeared fall was gearing up for October in a couple days with another swing toward the low end of the thermometer. Frost was in the forecast, and a fire this evening would help take the chill out of the air without having to run the furnace.
Two steps inside, he paused for his now habitual appreciative inhale. Except he was home too early for Nikki to have started dinner. The absence of succulent aromas made his stomach grumble with disappointment as he carried the wood through the quiet house to the fireplace.
The unusual quiet struck him as he straightened. He hadn’t heard his house this silent since the day Nikki had knocked on his door with Ella in her arms. Not to mention, at three o’clock in the afternoon on a Tuesday, shouldn’t Jeremy and Adam still be here?
He started up the stairs. “Nik? You home?”
No answer came back, and he verified the house was empty as he made his way past the guest bedroom and the nursery, to his own room to shower and change. On the days he came home at his regular time, the boys were gone by then, and Nikki was usually downstairs with Ella. She’d been fixing dinner each night so he could eat and go work on her place afterward. Anything he completed ahead of time would save her money once the contractors started next week.
On his way back downstairs, he thought about what to do for dinner. As torturous as it was to have her around and not touch, he’d gotten used to Nikki’s home-cooked meals. Besides the fact they were damn good, he enjoyed the two of them sitting down with Ella in her highchair, eating together, talking about their days, laughing at silly things. He loved the friendship they’d developed. Yet, along with that closeness, each day his attraction simmered closer and closer to a full boil.
The other evening, she’d met him on the porch, Ella in her arms, and the sight had taken his breath away. What a vision to come home to. He couldn’t imagine ever getting tired of her beauty or Ella’s angelic, now one-tooth grin. It was like that country song—on his front porch looking in was a damn good place to be.
Unfortunately, one particular statement echoed frequently in his head. “Staying with Sam is a convenience, nothing more.”
Yeah. He’d walked up on the tail end of a conversation he knew she probably never meant for him to hear, but it was probably best he had, otherwise he might have read way too much into her move into his house after ending things with her ex.
Every once in a while, when the brush of her hand left his skin tingling, or if they bumped into each other at the kitchen sink, he wondered if she felt the magnetic pull, too. In his mind, the futility of resistance became more clear each day.
Except she pulled away too quickly, as if trying to avoid him, or maybe not give him the wrong idea after the previous explosive kisses they’d shared. A small part of him couldn’t help but think it might have something to do with their conversation about his less than idyllic past the night of the storm. Since then, she hadn’t given any overt indication she was interested in him beyond the friendship they’d built. Reminding himself he was nothing more than a convenience made it possible to keep his hands to himself day after day when her vanilla and almond scent lured him too close for his own good.
At the bottom of the stairs, his gaze swept past the window next to the door, then backtracked. Curtains. When had he gotten curtains? He swiveled his head around the room and noted other changes.
Plants. The first couple nights after Nikki had moved in had been during the abnormally cold days mid-month, so she’d brought over her house plants to keep them healthy. A blanket was spread across the back of his recliner. Last week he’d sat on the couch about midnight to take off his boots, and woke up a few hours later with that soft blanket draped over him.
Along with the curtains, candles, and baby stuff around the living room, the plants and blanket added a warm touch that made his house look more like a home.
It was something he’d never really had, but immediately knew he never wanted to lose. Not just the improvements in the house, but in his life. He was setting down roots for the first time ever and could imagine his future in this town with Ella.
With Nikki.
Before the thought could solidify enough to combat the leap of his pulse, his doorbell chimed.
He strode over and opened the door to find a police officer about his own age standing on his front porch. The officer’s squad car was parked across the street, right behind a silver four-door he hadn’t noticed when he came home. Considering his late-teen dealings with law enforcement had never been pleasant, the sight of the man, and the brunette woman next to him dressed in a business suit, was not a welcome one. She was probably in her mid-thirties and projected a confident, professional air.
The woman spoke first. “Are you Samuel Mallin?”
“I am.” He flicked a glance at the officer’s badge. “Is there something wrong?”
The moment he voiced the question, Nikki’s absence rushed to the forefront. Had something happened to her and Ella? His throat seized at the possibility.
“I’m Emma Winston, and I’m a case worker for Child Protective Services. May we come in?”
He gripped the edge of the door as his gaze bounced from her extended hand, to her face, to the cop’s. “What happened? Is Ella okay? Did something happen to Nikki?”
The officer’s eyes narrowed at his rapid fire questions. “As far as we know, everything is fine.”
Ms. Winston lowered her arm back to the strap of her bag. “Mr. Mallin, I’m here to speak with you about the child that has been left in your care.”
As her words registered, suspicion shot his attention back to the cop. “Why? And why are you here?”
“Officer Parker is here at my request. For security reasons.”
Sam’s stomach dropped, and he swallowed hard. “Security for what?”
Officer Parker rested his hand on his unbuttoned sidearm. “This is better discussed inside.”
Memories from what seemed another lifetime flashed in his mind. His gut instincts shouted not to let them in, but with Ella involved, he figured he didn’t have the luxury of telling them to go to hell. He raked a hand through his hair and rubbed the back of his neck as he stepped aside with reluctance.
The case worker nodded on her way past. “Thank you.”
Sam closed the door behind the cop, motioning them both to the couch. After a cursory glance around, the woman sat down and pulled a thin blue file from her briefcase. Parker strolled over to the playpen set up along the wall. His gaze combed every inch of the living room and whatever was visible of the kitchen through the island window.
“Please, have a seat, Mr. Mallin.”
Ms. Winston’s polite request drew his attention back to her, but he remained standing, arms crossed over his chest. “Not until you explain what this is all about.”
She cast a questioning glance toward the officer, who then came over to sit with her on the couch. When the guy raised his eyebrows in silent challenge, Sam deigned to sit on the edge of his recliner.
“Thank you,” she repeated. “We have been informed you are in custody of a child for whom you do not hold legal custody of.”
His spine stiffened.
“Can you confirm—”
“Hold on,” he interrupted. “Who the hell informed you of that?”
“That information is confidential,” Parker stated.
There weren’t a whole lot of people who knew the story. Nikki. Her family. His boss and co-workers. But it didn’t make sense that any of them would report him to Child Protective Services. Especially not Nikki after her reaction to his thoughtless comment that very first night. Eric Riley and the others had respected her choice to move into his guestroom. Sure, they’d made a couple unannounced visits, but had left seemingly reassured everything was fine. They had no reason to report his care of Ella.
“Making sure the child’s best interests are preserved is what is important here,” Ms. Winston added. “Now, are you caring for an infant who is not your biological child?”
“I’m not her father, but she’s family. Ella is my niece. I have a letter from my sister granting me custody.”
“I’ll need to see that.”
Parker shadowed him while he retrieved the letter from a drawer in his kitchen and handed it to the case worker. His nerves frayed as he sat while the woman read the document. His teeth started to ache, and he unclenched his jaw.
“An Affidavit of Guardianship takes care of the custody question, and normally family members caring for children isn’t something CPS would become involved with, but that is not the only reason I’m here.” Ms. Winston shifted the papers in her lap and looked up. “Concern was raised that you are too involved in your personal life, and Ella may not be receiving adequate care while you’re busy with...other things.”
“Other things like...?” Okay, he had been working on Nikki’s house, but she’d watched Ella for every minute. He was one hundred percent positive she went above and beyond the definition of adequate care.
“To avoid being crude, why don’t we call it dating.”
Sam drew back in amazement. She meant sex. “Are you kidding me?”
She met his gaze and held firm. “No. I am not kidding you. Child neglect is something we take very seriously, Mr. Mallin.”
“Neglect?” White hot anger flashed from his toes to the tips of his fingers. Icy fear doused the flame when the full implication of the cop’s presence registered. Were they going to take Ella away from him? Could they, based on a completely false accusation?
When he shot to his feet, Parker straightened from where he’d leaned against the side of the couch. “Mr. Mallin, I’m going to have to ask you to sit down.”
“Wherever you got your information from, it’s dead wrong.” He switched his glare from the cop to the woman. “Since my sister left Ella with me, I’ve changed my entire life to make sure she’s well taken care of.”
She eyed the empty playpen. “Where is she now?”
The question shot a jolt of adrenaline straight to his heart. “With the babysitter.” Not that he actually knew where they were. Of all nights, why wasn’t Nik home tonight?
“And who is your babysitter?”
“Nikki Rowen. She worked at a daycare until she lost her job. She’s more than qualified.”
Officer Parker began to nod, but the case worker’s eyebrows drew together in a frown. “Why did—”
The chime of the doorbell drowned out her words and made him flinch. His jaw clenched as he glanced toward the door. Now who the hell was here?
“Would that be her with the baby?” Ms. Winston inquired.
No. Nikki wouldn’t use the doorbell when he’d given her a key. Wary of more unexpected visitors, Sam crossed the floor and glanced out the window.
Sonofabitch.
“Excuse me a minute,” he muttered over his shoulder before opening the door and slipping out onto the porch to face one of the neighbor women who’d brought him pie that first week.
“Hi, Sam. You never called, so here I am—”
Her voice rang in his ears as if she’d shouted through a bullhorn. He quickly pulled the door shut.
“—for my dish.”
“I’m sorry, but now is not a good time.” Worst frickin’ time ever. “If you stop by tomorrow, I’ll be happy to give you the dish back.”
Long eyelashes as dark as her black hair batted over a pair of pretty brown eyes. Shit—he couldn’t even remember her name. All he knew was she wasn’t one of the married ones.
“Did you enjoy the pie?”
“Sure.” He reached for the door handle, hoping she’d get the hint. “Who doesn’t love cherry pie?”
She stuck her lip out in a pout. “It was apple.”
“Apple’s good, too,” he assured her. “Listen, ah...?”
“Missy.”
“Right. Missy. Again, I’m sorry, but I really can’t talk right now.”
“Tomorrow?”
He nodded just to get rid of her, fighting the urge to physically guide her off his front porch. She smiled and started down the stairs as he opened the door to step back inside.
Missy spun around and called out, “See you tomorrow, Sam.”
With his jaw clamped tight, he shut the door and turned to face the two officials watching and listening from his couch.
“Date?” Emma Winston’s pinched eyebrows matched her disapproving voice.
“No,” he ground out. “She’s a neighbor who brought me a pie when I first moved in. That’s only the second time we’ve met. She just wanted her dish back.”
She scribbled on her notepad as he approached the recliner again. He thought he saw Parker’s mouth twitch, but when he shifted his gaze, the cop was as solemn as ever. Good, because he didn’t find a damn thing funny about the whole frickin’ thing.
“And how many other women are in Ella’s life?”
He narrowed his gaze at the brunette. “You know, I don’t appreciate you coming into my house with all these accusations based on what some person who obviously doesn’t even know me told you.”
“Mr. Mallin, surely you can understand we only have your niece’s best interests at heart. It’s unfortunate her mother is not around, but exposing a child to a revolving door of strange women does not provide for a stable home life.”
The sound of the back door forestalled the torrent of words that flew to the tip of his tongue. Nikki entered the kitchen, Ella perched on one hip, the stroller dragging behind. She glanced toward the living room and a big, welcoming smile lit up her face as she brushed her windblown blond hair from her eyes.
“Hey, you’re home early.”
The case worker’s words echoed in his head. Best interests of the child. Stable home life. Him by himself, added to the rap sheet the woman must’ve seen if she’d requested security for this visit, probably wouldn’t measure up in her prim, judgmental opinion.
He attempted to stabilize his racing pulse by filling his suffocating lungs with as much oxygen as possible. It didn’t work. How could he fix his past to make sure Ella wasn’t taken away? How the hell did a person redeem themselves from a list of offenses like drunken disorderly, aggravated assault, and resisting arrest in a matter of mere minutes?
He hadn’t had so much as a parking ticket on his record in over eight years, but the cop sitting next to Emma Winston convinced him that consideration was low on her list.
Nikki carried Ella into the living room after removing both their jackets. She pulled up short when she saw his visitors. His gaze remained fixed on her. With her wind-blown hair, casual sweater, and faded jeans tucked into a pair of calf-high boots, she defined the Girl Next Door. Not only beautiful, but reliable and trustworthy.
Best interests of the child. Stable home life.
The only stable home life he’d ever witnessed from afar involved two parents. A dad and a mom.
Taking the baby in his arms, he turned to face the case worker and Officer Parker. “I also have my niece’s best interests at heart, Ms. Winston. This is Ella, and I’d like you to meet Nikki Rowen—my fiancé.”
 

 
Chapter 18
 
Fiancé?
Already off-kilter from the sight of her friend and former manager’s brother in uniform in Sam’s living room, Nikki’s smile froze in place when she heard Sam’s declaration. She lifted her shocked gaze from Shane’s in time to see Sam bending down to drop a kiss on her chapped lips. It was a replay of the grocery store, only this time she couldn’t even blink under the intense plea radiating from his eyes.
“I thought you said Nikki was your babysitter?” the woman on the couch said, her voice steeped in suspicion.
“She is.”
“Why didn’t you mention you were engaged earlier?”
“Um, ah...Nik hasn’t told her family yet, so...”
The fumbling explanation spurred Nikki into action. She didn’t know why he’d told the lie, but she’d gotten to know him well enough these past couple weeks to believe he had a good reason. Desperation darkened his gold-flecked eyes, and the police presence reinforced the seriousness of the situation.
She stepped forward with a bright smile that she directed at Shane. “Please don’t go saying anything yet, okay? If Mallory told anyone, it’d get back to my sister in no time.”
“Let me be the first to offer congratulations.” He came around the couch and took her hands to pull her into a hug. His pointed squeeze of her ring-less left hand was accompanied by a barely audible question against her ear.
“You okay?”
“Yes,” she whispered. She stepped and in a more normal voice, said, “Thank you.”
Sam’s speculative gaze shifted between her and Shane. “You two know each other?”
“We went to school together,” she explained. “Although he was a few years ahead of me. Shane’s sister Mallory was the manager at Sunny Days before the daycare closed.”
“I won’t spill the news,” Shane assured her. “But Ms. Winston will have to put it into her report.”
“And what report is that?” she asked the brunette, who’d also risen to watch the exchange with extreme interest.
“I work for Child Protective Services. We’re here investigating an allegation of possible neglect.”
At the mention of CPS, Nikki cut her gaze to Sam. He hugged Ella close as if he were afraid someone would try to pry her from his arms. No way she’d let anyone take their angel away if she could help it. Sam met her gaze.
“Apparently, someone has claimed I’m too busy running around with numerous women to take care of Ella.”
The ludicrous idea would’ve made her laugh if everyone’s expressions weren’t so grim. Sam’s crazy claim that they were engaged was beginning to make more sense, especially if his prior record was part of the equation. Obviously, he was desperate.
But who the hell would’ve—
A flash of realization settled like lead in the pit of her stomach as she turned to Shane. “It was Joe, wasn’t it?”
When he wouldn’t look her directly in the eyes, her guess was confirmed. As a play to get her back, it was a stupid move Joe was smart enough to know wouldn’t work, so she assumed he was seeking revenge for her rejection. That jerk. He’d left her, damn it. Messing up Sam’s life was just plain vindictive.
“What happens if the baby goes away?” Sam murmured, repeating Joe’s words from that day in the yard. “That sonofa...”
He trailed off without finishing the curse. Guilt made it difficult for her to meet his narrowed gaze.
“We’ve already established the caller will remain confidential,” Ms. Winston stated with a hint of annoyance. “I’m more interested to hear, when is the wedding?”
“Ah...” Renewed alarm glittered in Sam’s gaze when it locked with Nikki’s.
“Ms. Winston,” Shane protested. “Obviously the engagement is recent if they haven’t even told Nikki’s family. They probably don’t have a date set.”
Thank you, Shane. His defense demonstrated trust in Nikki and her judgment.
“Oh, I don’t doubt the engagement is very recent,” the woman agreed. “But let me be perfectly clear. Lying about something like this only makes me believe you have something you’re trying to hide. Makes me wonder if I don’t need to look into your background a little further.”
Nikki held Sam’s troubled gaze as her thoughts whirled. This was on her shoulders. Joe’s payback was her fault, and no way she’d let Ella or Sam be the ones to suffer.
She took a fortifying breath and moved over by Sam’s side to link one arm with his while rubbing her other hand on his bicep. “The wedding will be a week from Saturday.” His muscles flexed beneath her fingers, but she squeezed his arm and forged ahead in a clear, decisive voice she barely recognized as her own. “Since we both prefer a small ceremony with just family, we didn’t see any point in waiting.”
From the corner of her eye, she saw Shane’s forehead furrow, but she kept her gaze locked with the CPS worker’s suspicious green eyes. No way she was going to back down first. Finally, the woman gave a slight nod and turned around to slip her papers into her briefcase. Nikki expelled a silent breath at the same time as Sam.
Ella provided a welcome distraction as she began to whine, so she backed toward the kitchen. “I’ll get the diaper bag. We took a walk to the park, so she’s due for a change.”
She let Sam do the honors so Ms. Winston could observe how well he handled the baby. After watching him with Ella for the past three weeks, she recognized his nervousness and tried to catch his eye to assure him it’d be okay. Yes, Joe’s charges were invalid, and she hadn’t appreciated the woman’s earlier antagonistic mistrust, but Nikki understood she had to do her job, and it was best if they cooperated without complaint.
“By the way, I didn’t catch your first name,” she commented to make conversation and ease the quiet tension in the room.
“Emma.”
She offered a handshake and a smile. “Nice to meet you, Emma.”
“Likewise, Ms. Rowen.”
“Nikki.”
She noticed the woman lean forward during the diaper change to search for any signs of neglect or physical injuries. She wouldn’t find any, but Sam’s anxious sideways glance prompted Nikki to keep talking.
“I know you can’t confirm who called CPS, but if it was Joe Holder, you should know he’s an ex-boyfriend of mine who resents my relationship with Sam.”
The woman remained silent, her lips pressed together in a thin line as she watched Sam. Nikki raised her eyebrows toward Shane, but all he did was shrug.
“Anyone in my family would be happy to testify to Sam’s character—and Joe’s,” she added.
“Something like that is for the courts to take care of,” Emma advised formally. “I’m simply here to observe and report.”
Nikki nodded. She knew the basic proceedings, but couldn’t help providing the information Joe was sure to have left out.
When Sam finished with Ella’s diaper, Emma requested to hold her. He hesitated, but Nikki gave him an encouraging nod. For the sake of the children the woman was charged with protecting, she couldn’t fault her for being so thorough.
After a bit of play time, the case worker handed Ella back to Sam and signaled she was ready to go. Shane rose to his feet as she gathered her things. Facing them at the door, she said, “My initial assessment leads me to believe the information provided to CPS is likely unfounded.” She paused, glancing pointedly from Nikki to Sam. “However, I will hold off filing my final report for...oh, a couple weeks.”
She didn’t need to spell out the reason why. Nor did she wait to see the effect her words had before thanking Shane for his assistance and striding to her car. Shane gave them a bleak smile.
“I gotta get back to the station, but I hope this all works out for you.” His concerned gaze locked with Nikki’s as he backed down the sidewalk. “Both of you.”
The two of them drove away in their separate vehicles as she stood with Sam on the porch, Emma Winston’s words of warning repeating in her mind.
Oh, sweet mother of God, where had her brain gone? A week from Saturday? Why not six months from now? Or even a year! People had long engagements all the time. After everything was settled with CPS, they could’ve quietly ‘broken up’ a few weeks—or months—later.
Except, she didn’t want to break up with Sam—not even from a fake engagement.
Whoa. Where’d that come from?
Hell, she knew exactly where it’d come from. During the past three weeks of spending time with him, she’d discovered under that sexy exterior he was a great guy. The way he’d stepped up with Ella would forever make him a hero in her book. In addition, he was smart, and funny, and a good listener. More than once he’d made comments based on a previous conversation that proved he paid attention to every word when they talked.
His work ethic impressed her when he came home after a ten hour day and went to work on her house right after dinner. Then, even when he was tired, his gentle, loving care of his niece never failed to warm her heart.
More than anything, she wanted the love in his eyes when he looked at Ella to remain when he turned that golden-flecked gaze in her direction. Was it really such a shock that she’d jumped at the chance to make his engagement story stick?
Ella’s baby gurgles finally registered over her whirling thoughts. Nikki glanced sideways to find Sam studying her profile. Heat flooded her face, and she hurried back inside to escape his serious scrutiny.
She heard the door click closed behind her. Raising her hands, she covered her face, eyes squeezed tight as she wondered how the hell to explain what she’d done.
“Nik...”
Dropping her arms back to her sides, she turned to face him for her apology. “I—”
“I’m sorry.” Genuine remorse shone in his eyes. He abruptly turned to carry Ella to the playpen, talking as he went. “She kept repeating best interests of the child and then Missy showed up for her damn pie plate and your cop friend smirked at me and then you walked in and...and...it just came out.”
Boy, did she know the feeling.
He laid the baby in the playpen, then straightened to brace his arms on the edge, his head bent. “All I could think about was how good you are with Ella, and how you’ve turned my house into a home, and how much I—”
His words cut off so abruptly, she held her breath, hoping he’d continue. Her thumping heartbeat underscored the silence, along with a growing ache in her chest from what his words revealed—even after the time they’d spent together and her thinking they’d made a connection, what was most important to him was what she did for Ella.
A controlled exhale gave her something to concentrate on other than the hurt. Sam turned around and lifted his gaze to hers. She was stunned to see a glimmer of moisture brightening his eyes.
“What am I going to do? I can’t lose her.”
The vulnerability in his expression broke her heart. She took a step toward him, then halted. “You won’t lose her, Sam.”
“You heard her. She’s waiting to make a final decision just so she can prove we lied.” He paced toward the kitchen, hands fisted at his sides. “God, why did I do that?”
“What if it’s not a lie?”
He swung around to face her, surprise written all over his face. Her pulse hammered in tandem with each millisecond that passed.
She took a deep breath and pressed on. “What if we get married, next Saturday, just like we told the case worker? They won’t take Ella from a two-parent household, and she’ll have the family she deserves.”
“Why would you do that?”
“I love her as much as you do, Sam.” She shifted her gaze to Ella in the playpen, her throat clogged with additional emotion she was too shell-shocked to define.
“I can’t ask you to do that.”
She lifted her chin in determination. “You don’t have to. I’m offering.”
He stared at her, eyes narrowed, considering. His gaze swept down the length of her body, and his Adam’s apple worked furiously in the tanned column of his throat. The spark in his eyes when he raised them to hers kept her heartbeat in a race with no finish line.
Forcing a teasing smile to her lips, she tried to recapture the camaraderie they’d shared the past couple weeks by teasing, “Is the idea of marrying me so awful?”
“No.”
His rough, low denial stirred the already fluttering butterflies in her stomach. The air seemed to thicken around her, and it suddenly felt like she was back in high school, running the four hundred meter dash.
“Then what do you say?” she ventured breathlessly.
He nodded once, his smile grim. “Let’s get married.”
 

 
Chapter 19
 
The next morning, all three kids were eating Cheerios in their highchairs when the doorbell rang. Nikki answered the door to find Missy from down the block standing on the porch. She remembered Sam mumbling something yesterday about the girl looking for her pie plate, and she grinned as the other woman’s brown eyes widened in surprise.
“Hey, Nicole.”
“Morning, Missy. You looking for Sam?”
“Yeah. How’d—”
“Sorry, but he’s at work.” He’d left before she and Ella even woke up, leaving a short note that simply said he would be working overtime and would see them later.
“Oh.” Disappointment weighed in Missy’s voice. “He told me to come by today, but he probably meant later. What are you doing here?”
“I live here.”
Her perfectly waxed brows drew together as she swiveled her head toward Nikki’s boarded up house. Then she nodded as if it all made sense. “Because of the tree.”
“Yes.” Nikki swept her gaze over Missy’s snug sweater and leggings. The girl worked with Joe’s best friend’s sister at a local coffee shop, and knowing the news would travel fast, she took great pleasure in her next statement. “Also, Sam and I are engaged.”
She whipped her head back around. “To be married?”
“That’s usually how it works.”
Displeasure twisted her glossed lips. “Well, you certainly didn’t waste any time.”
“What can I say? It was love at first sight.” The barista’s aggravated expression widened Nikki’s smile. “Sam said you’d probably be by for your pie plate. That is why you’re here, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Let me get it. I’ll be right back.”
She retrieved the only glass pie dish in the kitchen and handed it over to the sour-faced girl, who clearly had hoped for so much more when she pressed the little round button beside the door. Missy didn’t even thank her before flouncing down the sidewalk in her heeled ankle boots.
Nikki sighed as she closed the door, thinking her satisfaction should’ve lasted longer than a few short minutes. It probably would have if she and Sam hadn’t become nothing more than silent roommates since yesterday. It was as if once they decided to make the lie a truth, a wall descended between them that smothered the friendship she’d come to cherish.
A few hours later, she found out just how fast news traveled in Pulaski.
“Why am I hearing from someone else that you’re getting married?” her sister’s indignant voice blasted in her ear through her cell phone.
“Um...because I didn’t get a chance to call you yet?” In truth, she’d simply been trying to figure out how to explain the situation before dialing her sister’s number.
“So, this is for real? Because remember, I said you didn’t have to marry the guy.”
Her sister’s teasing comment brought back that phone conversation from the day she’d found Ella on Sam’s porch. Nikki grimaced. “It’s for real.”
“O-kay. Then why don’t you sound happier about it?”
She forced herself to smile, hoping it would add enthusiasm to her voice and ease Marissa’s obvious doubt. Because, apparently, she was maintaining the lie even with her family. “I am happy.”
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“Promise?”
“Yes.”
“Then congratulations!” Now there was an audible smile.
“Thank you.”
“You know, after our last dinner over there, I figured it was only a matter of time before you two got together, but I didn’t expect this.”
She almost laughed. None of them had.
“So, tell me how he proposed. Was it romantic?”
Nikki sunk into a chair at the kitchen table and leaned her head against her hand as she closed her eyes against the prick of tears. She couldn’t handle Marissa’s excitement for her right now.
“You know, Mar, it’s a long story, and Ella just woke up from her nap, so I gotta go before she wakes Adam up.”
“All right, but I’m coming over later so you can tell me all about it and we can start planning.”
“Great.” That would give her time to figure out how to convince her sister she and Sam were in love before the panic of planning the wedding in less than two weeks set in.
***
She’d succeeded in fooling everyone the engagement was real—mostly because Sam made himself scarce. He’d taken to working overtime hours with Hansen Construction every day, then he’d come home and disappear next door at her house until well after midnight. In a few weeks, the insurance contractors would arrive to complete her house repairs, and then he’d have no more excuses to avoid her.
Unfortunately, that didn’t help now. Whenever she asked him for an opinion, or what he’d like, he always told her to pick what she wanted, so she finally stopped asking. He did the bare minimum by getting his suit measurements and the marriage license, but the rest he left to her.
Marissa and Janelle helped her arrange the whole event on a shoe-string budget. Yes, it would be family only, but that didn’t mean she didn’t want the pretty dress, perfect flowers, and her hair done just right. That part was no lie.
Janelle offered the spectacular great room at Whispering Pines Resort for the ceremony and dinner reception, and Lora’s sister Josie Howell agreed to cater a small buffet in exchange for some repairs on her house. Watching the kids and planning the wedding filled her days over the next week and a half.
At night, she tortured herself by lying in her bed listening for Sam’s footsteps along the hallway. Each time she imagined she heard him pause outside her door, she held her breath, wishing he’d knock. He never did, and eventually sleep put her out of her misery for a couple of hours.
Some days she wished she could go back to before her heart was involved. Except, she suspected she’d have to go as far as that first night, when he’d opened his front door and thought she was a crazy person for handing him a baby.
Confusion and heartache warred until they held equal footing inside her chest. His lack of interest only seemed to confirm he was doing the whole thing for Ella, and while she understood his motivation, she couldn’t help wishing for an equal share of his heart. Ironically, the more his reserve made the entire affair feel like the farce it was, the more determined she became to create a day that would be special for both of them.
At the final dress fitting the day before the wedding, she stood on the pedestal in front of the long mirror as the seamstress made a final adjustment on the hem. She’d come to this last fitting alone, and it was just the two of them in the dressing room. Her gaze skimmed down the strapless chiffon-over-satin gown she’d found on Craig’s list. Never in her wildest dreams had she expected to buy her wedding dress from a resale website, but the instant she saw the beaded lace appliqués that lined the fitted bodice, she’d fallen in love with the dress.
A side-draped skirt emphasized her slim waist, and the short, sweep train swished in a way that made her feel like a princess. Exactly the way every bride should feel on their wedding day as she walked toward the future with the man she loved.
Through the mirror, she met her own blue eyes in a moment of surreal realization. Love. Somewhere along the way, she’d completely fallen in love with Sam, and tomorrow, she would marry him in the hope that someday he might love her back.
What the hell was she doing?
The image in the mirror blurred, and she blinked at the stinging moisture.
“Just about done,” the seamstress told her from where she knelt on the floor.
Not trusting her own voice, she nodded, even though the woman didn’t see her.
Yearning each day for something to change between her and Sam was ridiculous if one of them didn’t make an effort to instigate the transformation. The first two weeks after she’d moved into his house, they’d built a friendship, a solid foundation that should count for something. And his kisses before that had been so hot they’d nearly incinerated her socks off.
Her heart still skipped a beat each time their eyes met, and despite his physical and emotional distance, there were times she would swear she caught a glimpse of the same awareness in his eyes. For some reason, he’d pulled back behind that wall she hadn’t had the courage to try to climb before now. Maybe if she took the first step...
The idea hounded her for the rest of the day. Marissa tried to talk her into spending the night at their place, but she insisted she needed to be at the house with Ella. Home.
About nine o’clock, she put the baby in her crib for the night and went back downstairs to clean up the dinner dishes. After hanging the damp dish towel on a hook inside the cupboard door under the sink, she straightened and turned for the living room.
In her mind, she flashed back to that kiss Sam had given her against the kitchen wall the night Eric brought the crib over. The vivid memory made her lips tingle as heat spread through her entire body. If only she could get him to do that again.
There is one way.
Her heart thumped, then started racing as she gave the extreme idea serious consideration.
 

 
Chapter 20
 
Sam quietly closed the back door and left his dusty boots in the laundry room. Every muscle ached, and his eyes burned from the fine sawdust that never failed to get past his safety glasses. Working late was wearing him down, but the extra money Carter had paid him this week would help pay for the unexpected expenses of the past week.
At barely nine-thirty, the house was quiet, with only one light left on in the living room. He wasn’t sure if he was relieved or disappointed. He’d missed having dinner with Ella and Nikki, yet avoiding her was easier than dealing with the combination of guilt and desire constantly gnawing at his insides. It had been even worse when she’d asked him to weigh in on the wedding.
Their wedding.
It seemed so surreal, and he kept expecting her to tell him she’d changed her mind, only to have her ask what color tie he wanted to wear. Who would he like to invite? Did he have someone to be his best man? Chocolate cake, or white?
Monkey’s riding elephants would be fine by him. She was giving up so much to guarantee he didn’t lose Ella, the least he could do was let her pick whatever she wanted for the ceremony. He was pretty sure there wouldn’t be monkeys, and didn’t doubt it would be perfect no matter what she decided. Thankfully, she’d stopped asking and all he had to do was pick up his suit, which he’d done during his lunch hour.
Now, the promise of warm flannel sheets and his pillow drew him past the living room television and up the stairs. Tomorrow would be a long, stressful day; he ought to at least attempt to get some sleep.
Deftly avoiding the third and twelfth step creaks, he reached the hallway and paused outside Nikki’s closed door. As usual, no light seeped through the space between the door and the carpet, telling him she was already in bed. Did she lie there, wondering what the heck she’d gotten herself into? The urge to reach out his hand and knock rose up greater than ever, but he reminded himself if she really wanted to talk to him, she’d have waited up, or left the door ajar.
And if he was being honest with himself, he didn’t really want to give her the opportunity to tell him she’d changed her mind.
He continued to the nursery’s open door for a peek in at his niece, but farther down the dark hallway, a faint glow from his room caught his eye. Apprehension accompanied him to the side of Ella’s crib where he assured himself she was sound asleep before hurrying silently down the hall.
Two steps from the doorway, he realized the light came from a number of candles positioned around his room. One more step allowed him to see past the door to the figure reclined against a stack of pillows on his bed. His stunned gaze traveled from a pair of bare feet, along the glistening length of long legs, past the satin-clad curve of hip to the swell of full breasts, until he reached Nikki’s face.
Her hair was loose and messy about her shoulders, and the sexed-up look flipped his uneasiness to nervous anticipation. His lungs constricted from the sudden acceleration of his pulse.
She hadn’t seen him yet. He sucked in a deep breath, prepared to enter the room and reveal his presence when she abruptly sat up to crawl on her hands and knees toward the opposite side of the bed.
“God, what a stupid idea,” she muttered. “I’m such an idiot.”
Shiny, red satin slid against her hips, outlining her enticing rear end and revealing thighs Sam had dreamt more than once about having wrapped around him all night long. As she reached for the candle flickering on his night stand and he spotted the condom next to it, he was compelled to disagree with both her statements.
“I don’t think so.”
Her shriek of surprise vibrated his eardrums as she whirled around. The hand supporting her weight slipped over the far edge of the bed, and she tumbled out of sight to land on the floor with a thump.
Shit. He rushed around to the other side of the bed, where she struggled to sit up. Against his better judgment, a grin tugged at his lips as he bent down to offer a hand. “Are you okay?”
She swatted him away. “That wasn’t funny.”
“I’m sorry.” He grasped her arms, helping her off the carpet despite her protests.
Smooth, warm skin registered against his rough fingertips. The lingering almond scent of her shampoo combined with a more prominent sultry note of perfume that set his blood pumping. An embarrassed flush on her face almost matched her lingerie, but her breath hitched when their gazes locked.
Her palms flattened against his chest as she swayed closer, uncertain vulnerability shadowing those radiant blue eyes. With her dressed for seduction, and her warm, sexy body only inches away, all his tenuous willpower from the past three weeks vanished under the full-on assault to his susceptible senses.
“So very sorry,” he murmured.
A tug drew her closer, and he dipped his head to capture her lips. She wrapped her arms around his neck, anchoring her body tight to his. The uninhibited response further confirmed he hadn’t misinterpreted the reason he’d found her waiting in his room.
On his bed.
A low groan built as the memory of her luscious curves rushed blood straight to his groin.
Her kiss tasted as good as he remembered, and felt even better. This was why he’d been avoiding the house. Her mere presence was temptation enough, but active encouragement threatened to demolish his thin thread of control. Nikki in his arms was Heaven and torture all at once.
The slippery satin beneath his palms seduced and lured until he palmed her butt with both hands to lift her against his arousal. Sweet mother of God, she’s not wearing underwear. His fingers squeezed in reflex. She wrapped her legs around his waist just as he’d imagined, and the groan in his throat rumbled free.
An unexpected snigger made him go still. Her blossoming amusement rewound time about three weeks and he drew back, eyebrows raised. “This isn’t going to become a habit, is it? You laughing when I kiss you?”
“I hope not.” Another chuckle made her bury her head on his shoulder. “I was just thinking how ridiculous I must’ve looked with my ass in the air.”
He grinned at the image stamped into his memory and nuzzled her neck, inhaling to savor her tantalizing scent. “You never looked more beautiful.”
She lifted her head with a gasp of mock outrage. “You did not just say that.”
“Yeah, I did.” He tried to look contrite even as his heart warmed at the effortless return of joking camaraderie. “You may have to discipline me.”
“Ooh...I might enjoy that.”
“We’d both enjoy it,” he assured her, his voice dropping a notch at the thought of the many ways she could reprimand him.
She threaded her fingers through his hair at the nape of his neck, drawing him in for another kiss. Her breasts pressed against his chest, and the scrape of her short nails against his scalp sent a shiver down his spine.
Yes. Let the punishment begin.
When her teeth gently tugged his lip, he pulled free, then dropped her backwards on the bed with a low growl. She bounced as he followed her down with one knee braced on the mattress. This time, her laugh didn’t bother him one bit. The lure of her suede-soft skin drew his mouth down the column of her neck to the hollow at the base of her throat. He lingered at her pulse point, relishing the rapid beat beneath the tip of his tongue.
Her shallow breaths ratcheted up the heat level, along with her desperate efforts to remove his shirt. Two buttons in, he rose up on his braced knee to attack the small, defiant discs of plastic with both hands. When she grasped the waistband of his jeans to draw herself into a sitting position in front of him, he eased off the bed, working faster than ever as she gazed up at him, unbuttoned his jeans, and slowly slid the zipper down along the length of his erection.
The last button on his shirt popped free, and he ripped the material off to toss it behind him. Nikki gathered the edge of his T-shirt in her hands. His grab to strip it off was met with disapproval.
“Uh-uh.”
He paused. Those blue eyes sparkled up at him as she raised the hem a bit, then leaned forward to press a moist kiss against the skin she’d exposed. Another inch, another kiss. She maneuvered into a kneeling position on the bed, then worked her way up his stomach to his chest, until he had to lift his arms so she could pull the material over his head before dropping it at his feet.
Warms hands flattened against his skin, then she took her time exploring the muscles of his chest, shoulders, and arms, using both her hands and her lips, before skimming her reverent touch down to his stomach. He closed his eyes, savoring the mounting anticipation.
With her mouth pressed against his chest, she inhaled with deep contentment. “Mmm. I’ve wanted to do that since the very first night we met.”
The husky admission feathered against his skin and kicked his heart against his ribs. Then she slid one hand up to pull his head down to hers for an open-mouthed kiss, while the other slipped between them to cup him through his boxer briefs. His flesh throbbed against her palm, and his moan vibrated against her lips.
Without breaking the kiss, he pushed his jeans past his hips and kicked them aside. Turnabout sounded like fair play, so he pulled back to watch as he caught the hem of her nightie. He started inching it up, but by the time he eased the satin past her thighs and over the curve of her hips, he lost all patience and whipped it up over her head.
Her silky hair settled around her shoulders until he lifted her up and laid her back on the bed. Braced above her, his eyes met hers in the dim candlelight for a long, pulse-pounding moment. He let his gaze drift down as his hand skimmed up her smooth, bare thigh. The convulsion of her throat muscles revealed her nervousness and suddenly gave him a twinge of anxiety.
Her peaked nipples begged for attention, and he leaned down to take one in his mouth while cupping her other breast with his free hand. She arched against his mouth as he swirled his tongue in a circle before sucking on the hard nub. When he moved to the other side, her fingers clenched in his hair hard enough to make his scalp tingle.
Breathless murmurs of pleasure drove him to shift so he could trail kisses down across her ribs. Her stomach muscles quivered beneath his lips, and he swirled his tongue around her belly button.
“This is what I’ve been wanting to do since that first night,” he whispered against her damp skin.
“Seems we’ve both been wanting a lot,” she breathed.
“Too much time wasted,” he agreed.
He moved off the bed, knelt at the edge, and hooked his hands behind her knees to pull her to him. Then he made up for lost time until she moaned his name at the height of her climax. Satisfaction soaked her languid smile as he removed his boxer briefs and climbed onto the bed to start the foreplay all over.
She took over after a few minutes, her lips and teeth and tongue wicked, merciless as they joined forces with unexpected erotic whispers of everything she was going to do to him just before she did it. He teetered on the brink, and when he couldn’t take any more, he swiped the condom from the nightstand. Once it was on, he rolled her onto her back, held her arms above her head with a hand on each wrist, and entered her welcoming heat in one smooth stroke.
The deep penetration made her muscles clench around him, nearly setting him off. Damn, it’d been years since he’d been this close to the edge of control. He grit his teeth and managed maybe a dozen strokes before she arched against him. As her legs wrapped around his waist and his name died on her lips, he gave into his own release.
Her arms closed around him, hugging tight as her heartbeat thundered against his and they both caught their breath. He lifted his head, smiling down into her candle-lit eyes while he brushed a curl from her cheek. The soft smile that curved her lips made his racing pulse skip a beat.
When he eased his weight from her, she hummed a soft, contented, “Mmm. I’m glad you came home early tonight.”
“Me, too. Contrary to your previous opinion, I’d say you are a genius.”
She laughed softly. “I guess I have my moments.”
He pressed a kiss to her smiling mouth. “No guessing about it.”
After discarding the condom, he shifted so they could slip between the sheets. With the covers drawn up over them, he urged her back against his chest. He had a brief thought of their wedding the next day, but the tranquility of lying with her naked warmth cuddled against him joined forces with his exhaustion to lull him fast asleep.
 

 
Chapter 21
 
Waking to a sunlit room was something he hadn’t done in months. Sam squinted against the bright light, then relaxed as the previous night’s events brought a smile to his face. He rolled over to pull Nikki against his side and start the day together, only to find himself alone. The dent in the pillow and her lingering scent on the sheets the only indications she’d spent the night in his bed.
His body chilled, despite the warmth of the covers. Where was she? Had she woken up and realized she’d made a mistake and left him?
He lunged upright. In the momentary flash of panic, the knowledge that he’d found the woman he wanted to spend every day of his life with left him lightheaded. He wanted to wake up with Nikki, go to bed with her, laugh with her, be the only name on her lips in the height of passion.
Flinging the sheets aside, he caught the time of eight-forty-three on the alarm clock and checked his fears by sucking in a steadying breath that was way too shaky. Just because she wasn’t still in bed with him didn’t mean she’d left.
The scent of fresh brewed coffee registered, reinforcing the likelihood she’d gone only as far as downstairs—probably with Ella.
He could use a shower, but the need to see his girls trumped all else.
After pulling on boxers and jeans, he checked the nursery and found it empty, then hurried down the stairs while dragging a T-shirt over his head. The quiet living room and vacant kitchen brought his doubts rushing back until he saw the note next to the coffee machine.
Ella’s with me. I’d have woken you up, but it’s bad luck for the groom to see the bride before the ceremony, so we will see you at Whispering Pines at noon. ~ Nik
He brushed his thumb over the three letters of her name before setting the paper back on the counter to pour a cup of coffee. After adding cream and a dash of sugar, he lifted the cup to his lips and thought about seeing her again. In a wedding dress.
God, he wished he could’ve seen her face this morning, just to quell his nerves. They were good together—no, great—in his opinion, anyway. Her note did not indicate any regret for last night, so did they have a chance to actually make this marriage real?
His pulse leapt with anticipation at the prospect.
Carter arrived to pick him up for Whispering Pines about quarter to eleven. Since Nikki already had her car there, instead of taking separate vehicles home, they could ride together as newlyweds.
“Ready for this?” his best man asked.
“Let’s do it,” Sam confirmed.
He hung his formal suit in the extended cab of the truck and was about to get into the passenger seat when a gray car pulled into his driveway. His pulse sped up when he recognized Emma Winston, the CPS case worker from last week.
Why was she here? To take Ella? To check up on the lie he’d told?
A quick glance toward the street confirmed no Officer Parker this time, and he breathed a little easier. Without the cop, the second option seemed more likely.
He spoke to Carter across the bed of the truck. “Give me a minute, please.”
His boss nodded and got in on the driver’s side.
Ms. Winston exited her vehicle and met Sam by the tailgate, a white envelope held in her hands.
“I hope this won’t take long.” A defensive edge crept into his voice as he added, “I don’t want to be late for my own wedding.”
“You’re really going through with it?” she asked.
“Of course.” He met her shadowed green gaze without flinching. “Why wouldn’t I?”
Wordlessly, she handed him the envelope. He took it, then stared at the stark contrast of the white paper against his tanned skin. “What is this?”
“A reprieve—should you want one. Marriage should never be taken lightly—or be entered into for the wrong reasons. I handed this in to my boss yesterday.”
When he glanced up to see if she was baiting him, she gave a strained smile and a shrug. Then she returned to her car and drove away, leaving him standing there with his future in his hands.
A slight tremble shook the envelope as he opened it to unfold the single sheet of paper inside. As his gaze skimmed the typed words from top to bottom, he blindly reached for the back of the tailgate for support.
In conclusion, after further review, I find no reason to remove Ella Mallin from Sam Mallin’s custody, and am confident it is in the infant’s best interests to remain with her biological uncle.
Ella was safe. She would stay with him and Nikki and everything would be o—
Nikki.
The realization of what Emma Winston’s final report meant hit hard enough to make him sink down on the bumper of Carter’s pickup truck. He and Nikki didn’t have to get married.
Shit. Now what? All the preparations were in place, the ceremony was barely an hour away, and she was probably already in her dress. Waiting for him.
“Sam?” Carter called from his open driver’s door. “Are we going, or what?”
He hesitated. After last night, and this morning when he found himself hoping they could have a real marriage, the thought of cancelling everything last minute was unthinkable. Then again...it wasn’t like he had to show her the report today. He could always pretend on Monday that it’d just arrived.
“Sam.”
“Yep, I’m coming.” He pushed to his feet. The folded envelope went into his pocket before he reached the passenger door.
“Who was that?”
“The CPS case worker. She wanted to let me know they dismissed the allegations as unfounded. I don’t have to worry about them taking Ella.”
“That’s great news.” Carter grinned over at him. “What a relief for you and Nikki, hey?”
“Huge relief.” But Sam’s smile faded fast as guilt settled deep in the pit of his stomach. A few minutes into the drive, he asked, “Mind if I ask you something personal?”
The question earned him a look of exaggerated astonishment. “Please don’t tell me you need me to explain the birds and the bees, son.”
“No,” he replied with a laugh. A vision of Nikki naked on his bed flashed in his mind. “I’m pretty sure I got that one covered.”
“I’d hope so.”
Amusement faded to awkward silence. Sam hesitated, then forged ahead. “What went wrong between you and your wife? You’ve been separated for a while now, right?”
“Seven years,” Carter confirmed after a long moment. “And there were a number of factors that led to our separation.”
“How come you never got divorced?”
Sam noticed the other man’s hands tighten on the steering wheel.
“Nadine’s never asked me for one,” Carter finally answered.
“Do you think you’ll ever get back together with her?”
“Some things are irreparable.”
The misery in his low voice made Sam’s stomach shift uneasily. “Is it the kid thing?”
“That’s a big part of it.” Carter navigated a turn that took them into Pulaski. “But we’re both to blame. We kept things from each other, and that’s no way to start a marriage.”
You asked. Sam turned his head to watch the town pass by through the passenger window.
“What’s with all the questions? You getting cold feet?” Carter asked.
“No.” When the window reflection showed the other man’s skepticism, he glanced over and insisted, “Honestly, my feet are fine.”
It was his conscience that was having the problem.
As they drove up to the massive log and stone lodge owned by Mark and Janelle Riley, Sam justified his silence by reminding himself Nikki could’ve changed her mind about this wedding at anytime. Besides, Ella still needed a mother, and Nikki had volunteered for the job all along. He hadn’t asked her to do it, nor had he talked her into anything—she was going to take vows to be his wife of her own free will.
Except, now the facts had changed. Was it fair to marry her under false pretenses? Would she view it that way if she ever found out the truth?
He wrestled with those questions as he dressed in the black suit, white shirt, and white tie she’d chosen. Marissa came in a few minutes later to pin what she called a red-fire calla lily to his suit lapel. The base was surrounded by a sprig of reddish-orange berries and the stem was wrapped by a shiny, chocolate brown ribbon. Warmth and elegance, all in one package. It totally reminded him of Nikki.
“How are you doing?” his future sister-in-law asked with a slight smile.
Even with her gaze fixed on her task, he could barely swallow past the knotted material at his throat. “I’m fine. How’s Nik?”
“Nervous. Excited.” Her smile widened. “Like any normal bride would be.”
Only she wasn’t a normal bride. Nothing about their entire situation could be classified as normal, starting with the way they’d met, to the way they’d become engaged.
Marissa finished securing the flower, then she took a moment to survey his person before reaching up to adjust his collar and straighten his tie as she spoke.
“I like you, Sam, and I like you and Nikki together. You guys moved into this a little fast, so I just want to say that my sister deserves to be happy. Make sure you take care of her, okay?”
If he thought it was hard to swallow before, now it was impossible. He managed a nod and what he hoped passed for a smile.
“Good.” She hugged him, then smoothed his suit jacket one last time as she grinned. “Now breathe. You’re on in ten.”
The longest ten minutes of his life flew by in the blink of an eye. Before he knew it, he stood in front of the massive stone fireplace out in the lodge’s great room with Carter beside him. As the seconds ticked by, his heart pounded in a mixture of dread and anticipation. All of the family members he’d met at the birthday party, and a few people he hadn’t met, were sitting in the chairs lined up along either side of a makeshift aisle, including Santa Butch and Judy. His one guest stood next to him.
Background piano music began to play, and suddenly the guests turned toward the back of the room. A chorus of ‘aw’s’ sounded as blond-haired Heather and raven-haired Reese appeared side by side in similar dresses, the same light green color as Marissa’s. The two girls walked toward him down the shimmery brown runner lining the aisle, each spreading orange rose petals from the baskets they carried in their hands.
Next came the three year-old twins, Ethan and Evan, dressed in miniature suits identical to his, each with a white pillow clutched in their chubby little toddler hands. Sam blinked. He’d pretty much just expected Nikki to meet him at the front and get this thing done, not all this. Maybe he should’ve paid more attention when she’d brought up wedding details.
A quick glance around the room noted other details he’d missed in his nervousness. Small bunches of flowers and berries on the guest chairs alongside the aisle matched the orange and red color scheme. The bright autumn colors stood out against the light green dresses, and were further highlighted by dark brown accents and the sparkling lights strung around the room.
Wow. Admittedly, he could count on one hand with fingers to spare the number of weddings he’d attended, but this was far more elaborate than he’d imagined it would be. His guilt resurfaced when he thought of how pretty she’d made everything, and the effort it had required.
The boys started up the aisle, but the moment they realized all eyes were on them, they froze. Heather and Reese stood at the very front of the chairs and bent down to encourage their brothers. Sam bit back a grin when Reese clapped her hands and called the toddlers as if she were coaxing a pair of puppies.
One of the twins turned and ran the other direction until he reached Eric’s arms. The other hesitated one more second, then bee-lined down the aisle, trampling rose petals until he reached his sisters. Heather took his hand and led him to a seat as Eric and the shy guy joined them from along the far side of the chairs.
Marissa emerged from the hallway, carrying a bouquet of flowers like the one on his suit that he’d already forgotten the name—and Ella. As they walked down the aisle, his heart melted at the sight of his niece dressed in a little white dress with light green ribbons woven around the hem and sleeves. She looked like a perfect little angel.
He kissed Ella’s forehead when Marissa brought her forward, and those little fingers clamped around his in that way that seemed to reach right in and seize his heart every single time. She gave him a grin before being carried away to the opposite side of the aisle.
A subtle change in the music drew his attention to the back as Nikki stepped into the room. Light from an overhead skylight illuminated her slim, elegant figure.
Her beauty took his breath away. The dress fit her curves to perfection. Her shoulders were bare, her hair swept up in an alluring mass of curls that showed off the graceful length of her neck. He managed to draw in a breath, only to have her smile at him from across the room and steal it again.
She started down the aisle—all alone. For the first time, it dawned on him she’d never mentioned her parents, and anyone here he hadn’t met was too young to fit the bill. Besides, if they were here, wouldn’t her father walk with her? Father’s gave their daughter’s away, that much he did know.
What the hell kind of jerk was he that he didn’t even know if her parents were still alive? He’d fallen in love with her; with her kind, generous heart, her enthusiasm for living life, and even the occasional crabbiness when she didn’t get enough sleep, but shouldn’t he also know the important details of her life?
Her gaze remained locked on his, her smile firmly in place with each step. Doubt began to fade. He realized he was grinning like a besotted fool and didn’t even care.
“Hey,” she whispered when she reached him.
He took her hand in his. “Hey yourself. You look beautiful.”
Pleasure brought an instant rosy glow to her already radiant face. “Thank you. You’re not so bad yourself.”
The minister cleared his throat, and she squeezed his fingers as she handed her sister her bouquet, then turned to face the clergyman. Sam stared at her profile, then followed her lead and faced the stone fireplace as well. As the minister began speaking, the desire swelled within his chest for her to be in his life for as long as the vows would promise.
‘Til death do us part.
Or ‘til she finds out you lied to her.
He closed his eyes and drew in a breath. God, he wished he could ignore the voice in his head, but it spoke the truth. His pulse raced at a sickening speed. He glanced back over his right shoulder at his best man as earlier words echoed in his head.
We kept things from each other. That’s no way to start a marriage.
Carter gave him a questioning frown, and Sam returned his attention front and center.
Marriage should never be taken lightly—or be entered into for the wrong reasons.
Emma Winston’s words hit even harder. A glance over his left shoulder met with the sea of faces making up Nikki’s family and friends.
Beside him, her fingers tightened on his, whether in reassurance or warning, he couldn’t be sure. It didn’t matter, because his conscience lifted his free hand toward the minister.
“Stop.” He turned to face her once more, his heart heavier than it’d ever been. This time he would do the right thing before it was too late. “Nik, I’m sorry, but I can’t do this.”
 

 
Chapter 22
 
Nikki froze as Sam’s statement echoed in the tunnel she suddenly seemed to be standing in. Coupled with the apologetic misery in his expression, she knew the answer before she even whispered, “Can’t do what?”
“We don’t have to get married.”
Vivid reality rushed back, making her acutely aware of how quiet everyone had become. Soft music still played in the background, and the fire snapped in the large stone hearth they stood in front of, but the rest of the room was dead silent. Even the minister watched with avid interest.
Could they hear the pounding of her heart? The shallow breaths she attempted to drag into her compressed lungs?
From the corner of her eye, she saw Marissa move a few inches closer, but Nikki stayed her with one hand and focused on Sam. She swallowed past the lump in her throat and kept her shaky voice low.
“We settled this last week. Why are you bringing it up right now?”
He pulled a creased envelope from his inside breast pocket and handed it to her. After a frantic glance toward the concerned faces of her family in the front, she unfolded the paper inside and read the contents.
A relieved, joyful smile curved her lips and she lifted her gaze to Sam’s. “I don’t understand. This is great news.”
“It is, but...”
He didn’t smile in return, and realization hit so hard, she took a half step back. The but of it was, with the final report already filed and Ella safely in his custody, he no longer needed to marry her. Didn’t want to marry her. Tears threatened, but she fought to maintain her composure.
“I needed to show you the letter so you knew you didn’t have to marry me for Ella’s sake.”
Whispers erupted in the room. His face swam in her vision, and she knew staving off tears was a losing fight. She retreated another step and her heel caught on the train of her dress.
Sam lunged forward and caught her before she stumbled backward. Marissa had moved as well and now stood directly behind her, the hand on the small of her back offering silent support. With her balance restored, Nikki expected him to let go, but instead, his warm grip tightened on her arms.
She blinked at the moisture swimming in her eyes, and stared up into his distressed golden gaze. At least he felt bad about pretty much jilting her at the altar.
“I’m sorry,” he repeated as silence fell again. “I wasn’t even going to say anything, but Carter said that’s no way to start a marriage, and Emma Winston said to do it for the right reasons, and then I saw how perfect you’d made everything and I knew I couldn’t let you go through with it without knowing the truth.”
Wait...what? He was running his sentences together like whenever he got nervous. The tightness in her chest eased a fraction, allowing her a substantial breath. She lifted the report she still clutched in her numb fingers. “This truth?”
He nodded. Then an unexpected vulnerability entered his eyes, and she noticed his Adam’s apple jerk up and down.
“That, and the truth about how I feel about you.”
Her heart leapt up into her throat again, yet she managed to whisper, “A-and how do you feel about me, Sam?”
He cast a swift glance around the room, then took a deep breath and met her gaze. “I want you to know I’m in this for the right reasons, not the one I’m sure your family, and probably you, think. Yes, Ella played a big part in the beginning of all this between us, but with or without her, I still want to marry you.”
His voice had grown gruff with emotion. Tears threatened for a whole different reason. “You do?”
He gave a solemn nod. “I do. I’ve fallen in love with you, Nik, and I know how bad you want a family, but there are plenty of examples in this room that prove without love to back it up, family is nothing more than a word. Standing here with you, I realized that as much as I wished to keep quiet, we can’t do this if you don’t feel the same way.”
She dropped her gaze down to the paper in her hand, a smile trembling on her lips. “You’re right.”
His hands loosened on her arms and fell to his sides. She looked up to see his expression filled with despair. When he shifted backward, she stepped forward and fisted her fingers in his suit lapel to keep him right where he was.
“I do want a family, Sam, but Ella’s not the only reason I agreed to marry you.”
“She’s not?”
His eyes lit with a spark of hope. He rested his hands on her hips, and even through the material, his touch sent fissions of awareness coursing through her.
“No, she’s not. What the hell do you think last night was about?” Color tinted his cheeks and she felt an answering heat in her own face. She moved closer to flatten her other palm on his chest. “Think about it. After Joe, do you really think I’d marry someone I don’t love?”
A smile tugged at his lips. “I guess not.”
“You guess?” she echoed with a grin. “Oh, hell no.”
They both laughed at the memory of that line, but then the minister cleared his throat. Nikki sobered. She cast the clergyman an apologetic look, and turned back to the man in front of her.
“I love you, Sam. The chemistry has been there since the beginning, so I did all this hoping someday you would grow to love me, too.”
“Someday is already here.”
The smile that curved his mouth made everything in her world right. “Maybe we should get married,” she suggested with a grin.
Instead of agreeing, he made a noncommittal sound and moved back from her, his expression full of indecision. A frown drew her brows together as he suddenly dropped to one knee in front of her.
“What are you doing?”
“Something I should’ve done last week.”
Excited murmurs came from their guests, but she only had eyes for Sam as he took her hands in his.
“Nicole Rowan, I love you, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you by my side. Will you marry me?”
Now, that was a proposal, unlike when she’d just announced they’d get married. She hadn’t realized how much it meant to her until her eyes misted over as she smiled down at him.
“This is better than the most romantic proposal I could’ve ever imagined.”
His eyebrows rose a notch. “Is that a yes?”
She laughed as she urged him to his feet. “Yes.”
He pulled her into his arms and kissed her amidst cheers and whistles from her family, until a moment later Eric’s voice intruded. “Um...you’re supposed to kiss the bride after you say the I Do’s.”
Nikki laughed as she eased back in Sam’s arms.
“You think that matters to the guy who first proposes at the altar?” Derek quipped.
Laughter sounded from all around as Nikki and Sam stepped back in front of the bemused minister so he could marry them—‘til death do they part.
“Now you may kiss the bride.”
As Sam leaned in for the kiss, the moment their lips met, his brand new wife laughed in his face. He gave her a mock glare.
“You said this wasn’t going to become a habit.”
She wound her arms around his neck and rested her forehead against his as her laugh subsided to a grin. “I was just thinking how backward we did all this. First the baby, then the wedding, then the proposal.”
“Technically, I did propose before the wedding.”
“I’ll give you that.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “And reward you for it later.”
Her sensual promise added a level of heat to their kiss that, in his opinion, didn’t last nearly long enough. Then again, they had years ahead of them to practice.
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Mistletoe Mischief (Romancing Wisconsin Book 1): Christmas in July at the zoo is the last place single parents Eric Riley and Marissa Wilder expect to find love. Thanks to some mistletoe mischief in the form of their two young daughters and Santa, they discover mistletoe rules were not made to be broken. 
EXCERPT:
“Daddy, you’re under the mistletoe.”
Eric glanced up at a sprig of leaves and holly berries attached to the roof of the cart, then dropped his gaze to Marissa’s. “So we are,” he murmured.
Her face flushed, but he couldn’t tell if it was from embarrassment, or anticipation of a kiss. He knew the reason his pulse raced like an out of control locomotive.
“You have to kiss her,” Reese stated.
God Bless you, Reese.
Santa laid his arm across the back of the front passenger seat and craned his head around, his brown eyes twinkling. “‘Tis tradition.”
“It’s the rule,” Reese argued, frowning at Santa before turning back to Eric. “You say so every Christmas when we stand in the doorway at Grandma’s.”
“I do, don’t I?”
Reese nodded emphatically. “Every year.”
Eric faced Marissa and sighed with exaggerated reluctance. “I might’ve been able to buck tradition, but a rule’s a rule.”
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Mistletoe Magic (Romancing Wisconsin Book 2): Major Mark Riley plays Court Jester to Janelle Walsh's Snow Queen at the Christmas Parade and is instantly captivated by the cute redhead whose grandpa just happens to be Santa. When Mark learns she's the tenant he evicted from his newly purchased property, it's going to take a little bit of Santa's mistletoe magic to save their romance. 
 
EXCERPT:
 
She gave him a quick half-smile and sidestepped toward the wagon. “It was nice to meet you, Major. Thanks for doing such a great job as the jester.”
“You’re welcome, and you can call me Mark, you know.”
Major’s safer.”
The briefest flash of consternation in her expression told him she hadn’t meant to say that out loud. When her foot landed on the step so she could pull herself up into the driver’s seat, Mark caught her arm and turned her around. She grabbed hold of his shoulder to keep her balance on the narrow step.
“If I don’t do this, it’s going to drive me crazy until I see you again,” he told her in a low voice.
Her throat muscles worked in a hard swallow. “Do what?” A downward flick of her gaze said she knew the answer to her own question.
He let his mouth relax in a slow, confident smile. One step closer brought him close enough to brace a hand against the wagon on either side of her. “I gotta tell you, pretty as you were as the Snow Queen, elf suits you better—although I do miss those cute, pointy little ears.”
She rolled her eyes. “Oh, please.”
He took a moment to let his gaze roam over her face. Snow drifted down silently and their breath mingled in the frigid air. Mark drew out the anticipation of what was to come, enjoying the awareness that warmed the space between them.
“You look like Christmas,” he murmured.
One corner of her mouth twitched. “I’m guessing it’s the costume.”
He shook his head and reached up to twirl a red curl around his finger, watching the silky length wind against his skin before holding her gaze with his. “Red and green, and all wrapped up like a delicious, cinnamon scented present.”
She laughed softly.
Mark closed the remaining few inches, pressing the length of his body to hers. “In fact, I think I need to go find Santa and tell him I’ve been a real good boy this year.”
He spoke the last words a hairsbreadth away from her lips.
 
***
 
Mistletoe Match-Up (Romancing Wisconsin Book 3): When Lisa Riley comes home for her brother Mark's Christmas Eve wedding, her high school rivalry with his wife Janelle's cousin, Derek Walsh, picks up right where it left off, only this time Derek has the upper hand. Santa bides his time as they battle it out because he's waited a whole year for this mistletoe match-up. 
 
EXCERPT:
 
She ignored Derek and smiled at Mark and Janelle. “I would love to help.”
“Great!” Janelle exclaimed. She looked from Lisa, to Derek, and back. “Hey, wouldn’t it be fun if you two had a little contest to see who could raise the most money? Just like old times.”
Derek’s hands clenched at his side. Great. Just great, Janelle. He waited for Lisa to gleefully pounce at the opportunity to bury him again, only to be surprised by her dismayed expression.
“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea,” she said.
He should be relieved. Instead, his competitive demon demanded retribution for all the humiliation it’d endured during the old times. He’d bury her. “Why not?” he asked.
Her gaze remained locked on his cousin. “No offense, Janelle, but it seems a little silly. I mean, we’re not in high school anymore.”
Derek relaxed and fell into their old pattern with ease. “What’s the matter, Lisa, afraid you’ve lost your magic touch? Are you not up for the challenge?”
That got her. Her spine stiffened and fire gleamed in her eyes. “Of course I am.”
He fake frowned, nodded his head with understanding, and stage whispered, “I get it.”
“Get what?”
Derek glanced at their captive audience. “Nothing.”
She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. He valiantly avoided staring at her increased cleavage. It wasn’t so hard with his grandparents and her brother watching. And her silent demand for an answer.
“I probably shouldn’t say it now. Not in front of everyone.”
Lisa’s eyes narrowed. “Please, do enlighten us—all of us.” Her condescending sarcasm stroked the blood-thirsty devil on his shoulder. Their audience of respective family members waited in expectation. Grandpa, in particular, appeared to enjoy the exchange immensely. This next part would almost make high school worth it. Derek shrugged. “Obviously, it’s me.”
“You?” She infused the single word with an appropriate amount of humorous disbelief and disdain, only she avoided looking him in the eye.
“You’re scared you can’t handle me all grown up.”
The outrageous statement produced the desired laughs—only Lisa’s sounded forced. Her right hand rose to flick her hair back over her shoulder, then smoothed down the length of her burgundy satin dress. Hmm. He hadn’t dreamed his intentional bait would be remotely close to the truth. Derek moved in for the kill. “That’s why you chickened out under the mistletoe.”
The words ‘bite me’ resounded in his head as she glared at him and took a breath to speak. He waggled his finger in the air between them. “Uh, uh. Careful.”
Lisa stepped forward and grabbed his hand. He fought to keep his expression impassive while she bent his finger back just enough to make her point. She leaned close, her breath hot on his lips as she ground out, “You’re on, buddy. I’m going to kick your butt so bad you’ll wish I’d never moved back.”
Too late for that.
***
Watch for more 'seasons' of Romancing Wisconsin in the future. There's still Autumn, Spring and Summer to cover!
 
 

Thank you for reading! Please consider leaving an honest review for Surprised by Family. We appreciate reviews of any length or rating—long or short, positive or negative. If you enjoyed this boxed set, please let others know about it.
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