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Prologue








A
ccording to the headmaster’s speech at the alumni event earlier that evening, they were the Granger Home for Boys’ biggest success stories, multi-millionaires, supposedly role models. The role-model comment still got under Michael Hawkins’s skin. They were Dylan Barrow, Justin Langdon and himself, Michael Hawkins. Uneasily connected by their prosperity, the three men somberly toasted each other’s success at O’Malley’s bar.

“Congratulations, Dylan,” Justin, a stock-market wizard, said, lifting his beer. “I bet you were surprised to find out your father was the Archibald Remington, CEO of one of the biggest pharmaceutical firms in the world.”



Dylan nodded, his dark eyes glinting with cynicism. Of the three of them, Michael thought Dylan pulled off the wealthy-man image with the most ease. If one didn’t look too closely, Dylan gave the appearance of sophisticated wealthy satisfaction. Dylan hid his rough edges fairly well, but Michael could see them just beneath the surface. Easy for Michael to see. He possessed those same rough edges.

“My father was a very wealthy, highly successful coward,” Dylan said, downing his glass of Scotch. “He didn’t claim paternity of me until he died. He left me a lot of money, a seat on the board of a company that doesn’t want me and siblings that are horrified by the scandal I represent. Everything has its price.”

Michael couldn’t blame Dylan for his attitude. He couldn’t recall one boy he’d known at the Granger Home for Boys who hadn’t longed for a father. It was one more bitter thread that united the three of them. None had had fathers. He threw off the depressing thought. “How did you celebrate when you made it?” he asked Justin, knowing the man had started out trading penny stocks and advanced to dollars. Nowadays, he only traded in blocks of a thousand or more.

Justin gave him a blank look. “I’m not sure I celebrated. For years, I lived on a shoestring so I could trade stocks and I didn’t live in the best area of town. When I first hit seven figures, I didn’t do anything. When I hit the second million, I moved to a neighborhood where the windows don’t wear bars. What about you? How did you celebrate when your Internet company went public?”

According to the press and the headmaster’s speech, Michael was a computer genius who’d founded an Internet business. When his business went public, he’d become, well, rich. According to the press, this seemed to have occurred overnight, but Michael knew years of his life had passed in non-stop work mode.

“I slept for eight hours straight, first time in three years.”

Dylan shook his head and spun his shot glass around. “I thought having money would take care of everything.”

“It takes care of a lot,” Justin said.

“But there’s gotta be more than this,” Dylan said. “Didn’t you feel like a fraud when that headmaster went on and on about what great examples of success we are?”

Michael felt the same emptiness and dissatisfaction Dylan expressed echo inside him. Money had bought him publicity he didn’t want, IRS bills and the sense that he would never find what he’d been looking for. Whatever the hell that was. “For all the good it’s doing, we might as well dump it all.”

Justin choked on his beer. “That’s rash.”

Dylan tilted his head thoughtfully. “It’s not a bad idea. Vegas or Atlantic City?”



Justin looked at Michael and Dylan. “What have you two been drinking?”

“Michael’s got a point. There gets to be a time when adding zeroes isn’t fun anymore. The most fun things that I’ve bought so far are a house and car for my mother. None of us is married or has much family.”

“Marriage is the giant vacuum cleaner of finances,” Justin said ominously.

Michael felt the same avoidance to the big M for different reasons. He’d earned the nickname Tin Man honestly. Although he didn’t place his trust in anything emotional, he felt the insistent nudge of an outrageous idea. “Instead of Vegas, we could be the benefactors we always wished we’d had when we were scraping by.”

Dylan glanced at him for a long moment and his lips curved in a slow gambler’s smile. “If we pool our resources, we could do some big things.”

“Wait a minute,” Justin said, clearly alarmed. “Pool our resources?”

“Are you sure your name isn’t Ebenezer?” Dylan asked. “As in Scrooge?”

“You don’t know how many cans of Beanee Weenees I ate.”

“It would be tax-deductible,” Michael said, and Justin’s frown lifted.

“Tax-deductible,” Justin repeated, warming to the idea. “Capital gains tax eats into my profits like a killer shark.”



“We could make it a sort of club,” Michael said, warming to the idea with a wry grin. “A secret millionaire’s club.”

“A secret millionaire’s tax-deductible foundation,” Justin clarified.

“Let’s do it,” Michael said. He hadn’t felt this right about something since he’d started his business and hired his assistant Kate Adams. She was one of the few people on the planet in whom he could trust, and if he were a different man, a man with a heart, their relationship might have been more than business. One night it had been, but thank goodness Michael had come to his senses in time the next morning to salvage their business relationship.

“I’m in,” Dylan said and nodded to the bartender. “A round of Scotch.”

A long silence followed as Michael and Dylan looked expectantly at Justin. “Okay, okay. But if I get stuck eating Beanee Weenees because of this, I’m coming after both of you.”

“Cheers,” Michael said, lifting his glass. An odd sense of anticipation raced through him. “To the Millionaires’ Club.”















One








K
ate Adams stared at the man she’d developed a monster crush on three years ago and felt her stomach dip and turn. Kate hadn’t fallen for Michael Hawkins at first sight. Although she’d been attracted to him immediately, her passion, care and, heaven help her, her heart had taken a deceptively slow slide into the pit where they now resided. It wasn’t love, she insisted, but it was something very strong.

The leather chair beside his huge gleaming walnut desk sat empty as usual. Instead he propped his tall, masculine frame against an upright desk with a tall chair to accommodate his need for movement. Michael wasn’t the type of man to sit. His blazing topaz eyes belied his detached demeanor. His fierce intelligence and unswerving tenacity challenged her creativity in ways she’d never experienced. They’d worked together closely, and, after a time, she began to long for his low-voiced words of appreciation, the gentle, fleeting touches of approval. Every once in a while she’d felt his gaze on her, and the attraction had shimmered between them, but he’d always been quick to snuff it out.

She had waited for him to look up from his work, see her and realize that she was the woman for him. She’d thought Michael had done that two months ago on that fateful night when he’d looked at her and reached for her.

Kate felt a rush of heat as the memory sizzled through her. It could have been yesterday. They’d both been giddy from lack of sleep over an ongoing project. When Michael had received word of a new contract from a large company on the west coast, he’d pulled a forgotten bottle of champagne from the refrigerator in his executive suite and insisted they celebrate.

He’d opened the bottle and accidentally sprayed her with the cold champagne. She shrieked, he apologized, and they both laughed at her damp blouse. No flutes in sight, so they drank from mugs. One drink turned into two, and Kate couldn’t say which intoxicated her more—the wine or the way Michael’s gaze had remained focused on her, hungry.

He’d tipped his mug against her lips, spilling once more.

“I’m going to end up wearing more of this than I drink,” Kate had told him, laughing and pulling at her blouse. She’d glanced up at him and the look in his eyes stole her breath. Her laughter died, and a lump of fear and exhilaration had formed in her throat. She had longed for him to look at her this way.

His gaze had dropped to her lips. “I can’t help wondering how champagne tastes on your mouth.”

Still unable to breathe, Kate had licked her suddenly dry lips. She felt as if she were on a precipice, and what she did in the next moment would determine which way she would go. Her heart hammered so hard she knew he must surely hear it. “Maybe,” she said in a voice so low it was almost a whisper, “you should find out.”

His gaze holding hers, he’d lowered his head and kissed her. His mouth was seeking, yet sure, inviting and aggressive enough to keep her off-balance. One kiss turned into two, and three, and after that, Kate lost count. Her damp blouse was discarded, and she grew hot beneath his touch. His hands seduced and demanded, and there was no place on her body he left untouched. The night had turned into a haze of repeated passion. Deep inside her, a tight bud of hope bloomed that Michael wanted her as far more than his secretary.

By the following morning, however, her dream had shattered: Michael had apologized profusely for stepping beyond the bounds of their professional relationship. He’d been so clearly upset that she couldn’t hate him. She didn’t know that she could ever hate him anyway.

Even at this moment, she felt the sliver of seductive hope that he would look up and realize he wanted her. The time had come to find out, she thought, and felt her stomach jump with nervousness. She took a calming breath. Time to lay it on the line. Win or lose, she couldn’t afford to wait any longer for Michael.

She approached him and opened her mouth.

Michael glanced up with a piece of paper in his hand. “Would you mind doing some research on this home for unwed teenage mothers?”

Kate’s heart stopped. Did he know? She worked her mouth, but no sound came out.

“I need you to keep it quiet,” he said in the same low voice that reminded her of the night they’d shared together, the night he’d shown her with his body and words how much he could want her. “It’s a favor for a friend.”

Kate sucked in a shallow breath. “Favor for a friend?” she echoed in a voice that sounded high and strained to her own ears.



Michael shrugged his broad shoulders in discomfort. “Yeah, something about a charity thing.”

She gripped the piece of paper tightly. “I’ll try, but I may be leaving.”

“Leaving?” Michael glanced at his watch, then studied her. “It’s only ten o’clock. Are you sick?”

“In a manner of speaking,” she muttered under her breath and felt her courage slip. Kate locked her knees and lifted her chin. She had to do this. “I can’t go back,” she blurted out.

“Back where?”

His utterly clueless expression fueled her frustration and stabbed at her heart. “Back to where we were before that night we spent together.”

Realization dawned on his face and he rubbed his hand over his eyes. On a long exhale he met her gaze. “I told you I was sorry. Messing up our professional relationship is the last thing I want to do. You’re the best assistant,” he said, then added, “the only assistant I could ever have.”

He was referring to the fact that he’d gone through seven assistants before Kate arrived on the scene. If she hadn’t fallen for him, his words might have offered a bit of comfort. Not now. “I can’t go back. I have feelings for you,” she said in halting tones and felt her heart crack when his gaze slid away from hers.

Determined to give this her best shot, she continued despite her unsteady voice. “I have feelings for you that aren’t going away. I don’t just care about you as a boss. I care about you as a man.”

“Don’t,” he said bluntly, finally looking at her again with stormy eyes. “I’m not the right man for you. I don’t believe in romantic love. I’m not sure I believe in any love. Emotions come and go. You can’t depend on them. Your odds of winning would be better in Vegas than with something as capricious as human emotion. I’m not cut out to be someone you can depend on. I’d be a rotten husband and father. Don’t get involved with me. Not that way.”

Kate’s heart twisted viciously and nausea rose in her throat. She was going to be sick. Panic flooded her and she spun around to run to the rest room.

“Kate!” Michael called after her.

Feeling him on her heels, she slammed and locked the door behind her. She flipped on the exhaust fan, jerked on the water faucet, and dropped to her knees until she was finished. Ignoring the pounding on the door, she rose and splashed water on her face and took a few cool sips.

“Kate, you’ll get over this,” Michael said through the door.

Kate felt like such an idiot. She was humiliated, mortified and pregnant. She thought about the tiny life she carried in her womb, the result of that one night with Michael. A lump formed in her throat, but she shook her head. She refused to cry. Perhaps later, but not now.

Glancing in the mirror, she saw her pale face and hopelessness and hurt in blue eyes her friends once had said always sparkled. Something was terribly wrong with this picture.

“If you always do what you’ve always done, you’ll always get what you’ve always got.” She recited the quote from a book she’d recently read. “Time to do something different,” she said and steeled herself once again.

“I’m quitting,” she simply said when she opened the door.

Michael’s eyes narrowed in consternation. “Quitting? Why would you give up a job you love because of one night when we both made a big mistake?”


Because I’m having your baby. She refused to tell him right now. Sometime later when she was more composed, but not now. Anger burned inside her. She latched onto the hot emotion, letting it chase away the cold chill inside her. “It’s impossible for me to stay. I quit,” she said and headed for her office.

Michael walked beside her, his long stride easily matching hers. “This is ridiculous. You’ll get over it. I’ll give you a raise.”

“I don’t need a raise,” she said, barely holding herself in check. She pushed open her office door. “My company stock options have insured my financial security.”

“I’ll give you your own project,” he offered.

A plum, she distantly thought, but not for her. “No.”

“There must be something you want,” he said, exasperation swelling in his voice. “Everyone has their price.”

His words angered her so she could barely speak. She took a deep breath. “I always believed the people who called you Tin Man were wrong. I always believed there was more to you. That’s why I stayed.” She turned and looked him in the eye. “I quit. I quit organizing your day, reminding you to eat, being your sounding board. I quit being seduced by your intelligence. I quit wishing you would want me. I quit working for you.”

“Your contract specifies that you’re required to give two weeks’ notice.”

She felt the edge to his voice cut inside her. She knew he could be tough. He’d just never been tough with her. Her hands began to shake. She needed to leave before she fell apart, she realized, and decided to return for her belongings later. “Dock my pay. Good-bye, Michael.” She slung her pocketbook over her shoulder and left the room feeling his gaze burn a hole in her back.

 

The sound of her footsteps echoed on the tile office floor of the executive suite as Michael stared after her. What in hell had just happened? He had been so careful to put their professional relationship back in place after that night he’d given in to the dark hunger and need he’d so often denied, and they’d made rock-your-world love.

He’d always been physically attracted to Kate, but what man wouldn’t be? Her silky dark hair swung in a sexy curtain to her shoulders, her blue eyes glinted with intelligence and humor, her full mouth often formed a secret smile that made him curious, and she moved her lithe feminine body in a way that reminded him of a sensual feline.

She brought out the urge for conquest in a man, but he’d denied himself food and sleep while he’d been building his company. He told himself sex was just one more need denied. Michael had valued Kate for other, more important reasons. She had been the most solid, dependable person in his life during his last three roller-coaster years. She’d treated him the same way when he’d been in debt for the company up to his eyeballs as she did when he became a multi-millionaire. He trusted her. He could count on her, and for a man who’d spent his life not counting on anyone, that was something.

Her scent lingered in the air—a scent that smelled like cookies and sex. That alone could have driven him crazy. She probably had no idea of her importance. But now she was gone. The wild, yet sad look in her eyes haunted him. She was neither impulsive, nor given to irrational displays of emotion. Michael had the uneasy sense that she had meant every word she’d said, and he had not only lost the best assistant he’d ever had, he’d lost his best friend.

The ringing of the phone on Kate’s desk jolted him. He picked up the receiver. “Hawkins,” he muttered in a rough tone.

“Michael? What are you doing answering the phone?”

Michael instantly recognized the voice of his personnel specialist, Jay Payne. “Good timing, Jay. I need a new assistant.”

A long silence followed. “Pardon? Did you say a new assistant? What about Kate?”

“She’s gone.”

“On vacation?”

“No.”

“Temporary leave?”

“No,” Michael said, feeling his impatience grow.

“Is she sick?”

“No,” Michael answered shortly, then remembered she had in fact appeared sick just before she’d left. “She quit.”

Another long silence followed. “Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

“But she’s required to give two weeks’ notice,” Jay sputtered. “Did she give a reason? Did one of our rivals steal her? I know she’s received offers,” he added.



Michael frowned. Something about this didn’t add up. “Put her on sick leave and I’ll see if she changes her mind. Give me the names of the companies who have been after her. In the meantime, get me an interim assistant.”

“Any special requirements?”

“Someone like Kate,” Michael said and knew he had just delivered mission impossible.

 

Two weeks later, when he joined Dylan and Justin at O’Malley’s, Kate’s departure still bothered Michael.

“Hey, Michael, you’re falling down on the job,” Dylan said. “You’re in charge of the home for unwed teenage mothers, Justin’s looking into the after-school program for underprivileged kids and I’m checking into a medical research program.”

“Medical research,” Justin echoed with an uneasy expression on his face. “Sounds expensive.”

“If you don’t watch out, we’re gonna start calling you the tightwad millionaire,” Dylan threatened with wry humor.

“Call me anything. Just don’t call me broke.” Justin popped an antacid and glanced at Michael. “You don’t look too good. What’s up?”

Michael paused, then reluctantly said, “I lost a key employee a couple of weeks ago.”

Dylan grimaced. “A death? I’m sorry—”

Michael shook his head. “Not a death,” he said, wondering why it felt like one. “My assistant quit. No notice. Just walked out. I’d just given her the assignment to check out the home for unwed teenage mothers.”

Dylan raised his eyebrows. “Flighty?”

Michael shook his head again. “Not at all.”

“Maybe she got a better offer,” Justin said.

“Nah, I checked.”

Dylan signaled for the bartender. “Well, I haven’t yet met a woman who doesn’t act on her emotions every once in a while. PMS, pregnancy…they all get a little crazy every now and then. Maybe she’ll come to her senses and come back soon.”

Michael’s mind locked onto Dylan’s words. PMS, pregnancy. He shook his head. Not pregnancy, he told himself. Maybe PMS, maybe anything, but not pregnancy. It had been just one night. One night full of making love. Hell, they’d made love at least four times, each time more uninhibited than the previous. Contraception had been the last thing on his mind. Losing himself and his hunger in Kate had been his driving focus.

Michael began to sweat. He’d just figured she wouldn’t get pregnant. After all, he’d never intended to be a father or a husband. It wasn’t part of his plan. He was cut out for neither role. It wasn’t part of his destiny. In fact, he’d nearly convinced himself he was genetically designed never to be a father.



“Earth to Michael, come in,” Dylan said, knocking on the wooden bar top. He laughed, but his eyes held a trace of concern. “Something you want to tell us?”

Michael thought of Kate and shook his head slowly. “No. Don’t mind me. I’ll do the research on the unwed teenage mothers’ home myself. I’ll see you guys later,” he said and rose.

“But your beer,” Justin said, clearly uncomfortable with the waste. “Dylan just ordered you another beer.”

“Thanks, but I’ll take a rain check. You can have it.”

“I don’t want it,” Justin said.

Dylan shrugged. “We’ll give it away.”

Justin shook his head. “You two take this charity thing too far.”

“It’s just a beer,” Dylan said with a smile tinged with glee. “You’ll be writing a much bigger check when the Millionaires’ Club makes its first donation.”

Justin’s queasy expression amused Michael despite his preoccupation with Kate. “You’re looking a little green around the gills, bud. You must be so full of money you need to get rid of some. Don’t worry, Justin. No cans of Beanee Weenees in your future. Later, guys,” he said, and as he left the bar his mind immediately turned to Kate. Was she pregnant?

He drove to his apartment, brooding all the way. He examined the possibility of her pregnancy, turning it around in his head first this way, then that. Walking into the apartment that was more a place to sleep than a home, he didn’t bother turning on a light. The dark suited his mood. Although pregnancy was a physical possibility, every time Michael seriously considered it, he felt a dull thud in his stomach.

Tugging the buttons on his shirt loose, he stood in the quiet dark and swore at himself in disgust. How could he have been so careless? So stupid? Potentially to bring a baby into the same single-parent situation that he’d faced as a child. Granted, Kate was neither ill nor uneducated, as his mother had been, but she was young and alone. A smoky visual of his mother just before she died slithered through his mind.

The memories were poison, he knew, and he deliberately closed his mind to them. Sleep, he told himself. Eight hours would clear his head, and if ever he needed a clear head, it was now.

Sleep, however, eluded him. He paced and turned the TV on. In no mood for late-night infomercials, he turned it off and tossed and turned. Finally, he drifted off. The gray images he’d successfully deflected during the day invaded his dreams.

Short flashes of turning points in his past, all seen through a child’s eyes, kicked him back in time. He might as well have been a six-year-old again.

“Your mother is dead,” the social worker said, patting his small, cold hand.

He tasted the metallic flavor of fear and terror and felt his thin body begin to shake.

“Do you have any other family?” she’d asked.

Unable to speak, he shook his head.

“Don’t worry, Michael. We’ll find someone to take care of you.”

The suffocating aloneness and loss of control wrapped around his throat like a vise. He couldn’t breathe. His mother couldn’t be dead. She was all he had. He ran from the social worker.

“Michael!”

He heard her voice calling after him, but he kept running. His hand connected with something hard. Glass shattered. Pain shot through him and he bolted upright in bed, his chest heaving for breath.

Disoriented by the darkness, he reached for the bedside lamp, but it wasn’t there. He groped for a flashlight in the drawer. The lamp lay on the floor in pieces. Perspiration dampened his skin and his heart pounded as if he had indeed been running.

The images of his childhood continued while he was awake. He’d always felt like an unnecessary visitor. For various reasons, three foster families had been unable to keep him longer than a year or so at a time. Too old for adoption, he’d made a home of sorts at the Granger Home for Boys. There was little possibility for forming any emotional connections. That suited Michael fine. But it was a place that fostered dreams. At night in a room with three sets of bunk beds, a boy could sleep. A boy could dream.

He’d dreamed of being a man in control of his life and destiny, a man of wealth and power. But he’d never dreamed of being a father.

 

Kate’s alarm rang at the regular time, waking her just before 6:00 a.m. She slapped the snooze button to quiet the morning deejay who sounded as if he mainlined coffee. She gently eased herself toward the edge of the bed for a shower to clear her head for work when it occurred to her that she no longer worked at CG Enterprises. She still wasn’t accustomed to the change in routine. At the thought of being unemployed, her heart raced. Then she remembered her stock options and breathed normally.

Her brain began to whirl like a scratched CD. Thoughts of Michael slid into her mind with the insidious ease of smoke, and the pain of her last encounter with him returned full force. Every time she thought of him, she felt like a fool. Although she’d had strong feelings for him, it hadn’t been love on either end. Thinking of him reminded her how much she’d fooled herself. She squeezed her eyes tight and told herself she had more important considerations now. Like the baby.



For the hundredth time Kate wondered how she would tell her parents. Kate had been what her mother called a change-of-life baby. As the long-awaited only child of a woman over forty, she knew she embodied all her parents’ hopes and dreams. She winced, picturing her mother fainting and her father’s face full of disappointment. Stall, she thought and wondered how she might stall for a year. She had a temporary respite since her parents had taken an extended RV trip to Branson, but that wouldn’t last forever.

Pushing back her worries, she rose from bed determined to forge ahead. After a shower and a breakfast of tea and toast, she heard a knock at her door. Neighbor, she thought, and opened it to Michael.

Her heart jolted at the sight of him. His grim expression etched a sharp contrast from the morning sunshine and spring flowers on the porch of her duplex townhouse. Kate read a lack of sleep on his face, but he still managed to emanate rock-hard strength. It was part of the reason she’d fallen for him. Something about him said he might fall, but he wouldn’t break and he would always get back up. He studied her for a long, uncomfortable moment before meeting her gaze head-on, and Kate felt the full power of Michael Hawkins’s undivided attention.

“Are you pregnant?”

Kate’s breath stalled. She felt as if she’d been hit by a train. His gravelly voiced question scraped over raw nerve endings. Off-guard, unprepared and rattled, she worked her mouth, but nothing came out. She eyed the door and thought about shutting it against him.

He must have read her mind because he planted his foot in the doorway. “Are you pregnant?”

Unaccustomed to having his undiluted intensity solely focused on her, Kate continued to struggle for balance. He stood too close to her. When she forced herself to take a breath, she inhaled his scent and her body softened in the same way it had the night they’d shared together. “Yes,” she said, more whisper than voice.

“We need to talk,” he said and entered her house.

Struggling to clear her head, she crossed her arms over her chest, hugging herself, and left the door open. Heaven help her, she wished she was better prepared. “I’m not sure I agree.”

He lifted a dark eyebrow of inquiry.

“You pretty much covered everything during our last discussion. You said you would be a rotten father and I shouldn’t count on you.”

He rested his hands on his hips. “That was before I had all the facts.”

“And how does having the facts change things?” she asked, refusing to give into her weakness for him. Her weakness for him had gotten her into enough trouble already. “Do you suddenly have the ability to be a good father now?”

He narrowed his eyes. “No. I may not be able to do much for this baby, but I can be financially responsible.” He paused a half-beat. “I can give this baby a name.”

“How?”

“We can get married,” he said with the same emotion with which he could have proposed buying a car.

Kate forced her brain to work. “Let me get this straight. You don’t love me, you don’t want to be a husband or a father, but you think it’s a good idea for us to get married so the baby will have a name and financial security?”

“I can provide well for this child,” he said with a steely resolve that surprised and unnerved her.

“Financially,” Kate said, holding fast to her resolve. “But children need more than money from moms and dads. A child needs security, attention, love, affection, instruction, laughter. A child needs to see that love is possible, and you don’t believe in love. Why should I marry you, Michael? You don’t—” Out of the corner of her eye a familiar vehicle caught her attention. “Oh no!” Kate watched in horror as her parents’ RV pulled into her driveway.

She glanced back at Michael. “You have to leave,” she told him. “We’ll talk later. Go away.”



He looked at her as if she’d sprouted another head. “Why?”

“It’s my parents. You have to leave,” she said, fighting panic and a return of nausea.

“You haven’t told them,” he concluded.

“I haven’t told anyone.”

“When were you planning to tell them?”

Kate watched her father climb out of the vehicle and wave. “Oh, four years sounded good,” she said in a voice that sounded thin to her own ears. She pasted a smile on her face for her dad. “My mother has this minor heart condition. It’s not really dangerous, but I don’t want to tempt it. You need to leave,” she whispered emphatically.

“I can’t. They’ve blocked me in,” he said, and his logical statement made her want to cry.

“Katie,” her mother called with a smile as she climbed the steps to Kate’s porch. “Surprise! I hope you don’t mind. I promise we won’t stay long. Just the day. I needed to see you to make sure you’re okay.” She studied Kate with a mother’s knowing eye. “You look a little pale, sweetheart.”

Kate felt her stomach twist and turn with the familiar nausea, but continued to smile as she embraced her mother. “I’m fine. It’s good to see you too. I thought you two were in Branson.”

Her father gave her a quick squeeze and chuckled. “You know your mother. She’s not happy if she hasn’t seen her little chick in a while. Who’s this?” he asked, looking at Michael.

More than anything Kate wished for a magic wand. She would make both Michael Hawkins and her nausea disappear.












Two








“T
his is my boss,” Kate said. “I’m taking some time off and he wanted to go over a few minor details on a special project. Michael Hawkins, Tom and Betty Adams,” she said, making speedy introductions. “We’re done,” she added cheerfully. “You can leave now.”

“Oh, there’s no need to rush on our account,” Kate’s mother said. “Katie sent us a newspaper article about your company. Very impressive. She’s always had high praise for you.”

“Thank you,” Michael said, giving Kate a speculative glance. “Kate’s been invaluable. Irreplaceable.”




Irreplaceable as his secretary, Kate firmly reminded herself.

“That’s our Katie,” her father said beaming with pride. “She’s always been special to us.”

Kate’s stomach twisted viciously at how quickly her father’s pride and joy would disintegrate if he knew the truth. She might be a grown woman, but the thought of hurting her parents made her ill. She felt herself go light-headed and blinked. “Come in and make yourselves at home. I’ll be right back,” she said, and dashed for the bathroom.

She sat down on the brass stool beside the pedestal sink for a moment to regain her equilibrium, then splashed her face and took several deep breaths. She wasn’t given to anxiety attacks, but Kate couldn’t imagine a more nerve-wracking situation. Michael Hawkins pressing marriage when he didn’t love her and sitting in her living room with her parents. Biting back a moan, she sank back down on the stool.

The door opened, and Michael appeared.

“What are you doing here?” she whispered. “You’re supposed to be gone.”

He stepped in front of her, crowding her with his body and unhinging her with his intense stare. “Do you do this often?” he asked, crouching in front of her.

“Do what?”

“Pass out.”

“I’m not passing out,” she retorted, irritated with his proximity and her continuing lightheadedness. “I was making sure I didn’t pass out by coming in here. I’m sure I’ll feel much better when you leave. We need to get back out there or my parents—”

“Your mother already suspects something,” Michael said. “She said you looked pale.”

Kate squeezed her forehead. “Oh, no. I knew this would happen,” she wailed, then lowered her voice. “I can’t hide anything from her. I always suspected she had X-ray vision when it came to me. I can’t tell them. It will hurt them terribly.”

“You’ll have to tell them sometime,” he said with a shrug that indicated he truly didn’t comprehend her situation.

“Sometime doesn’t have to be now.”

“What if you were married?” he asked in a tone entirely too intuitive.

“Oh, don’t even go there.” Kate knew her mother had been planning her wedding since before she was born. If Betty Adams could have done things her way, she would have arranged a marriage between Kate and the boy down the street who’d become a dentist, had them move next door and start a family right away. Kate shook her head and stood. “I refuse to compound my bad judgment by making another decision with long-term consequences.”

“Bad judgment?” he said, slowly rising to tower over her.



“By falling for—” She broke off. “By falling into bed with you. You need to leave.”

“Kate,” Michael said, taking her arm.

Her heart tripped, unsettling her, confusing her. She pulled her arm away. “You’ve barely looked me in the eye for two months. Why are you touching me now?”

He paused a half beat, his gaze trapping hers with a power that rocked her. “Circumstances are different now.”

Not different enough, she thought, remembering how he had shattered her hopes to smithereens just weeks ago.

“Kate, you know me better than just about anyone.”

She licked her dry lips and feigned a careless shrug. “So?”

“So you know I get what I want,” he told her, and his eyes might as well have nailed her to the bathroom wall.

Her stomach sank. Kate had seen that look of determination on Michael’s face before, but it had always been about business. Now it was about her, yet not about her. It was about the baby. Hearing footsteps, she felt another sliver of panic and it gave her an urge to argue a rain check. She flung open the door and raced out to greet her mother in the hallway. “Mom, Michael was just leaving and wanted to say good-bye,” she continued without breathing. Maybe if she talked fast, no one would ask questions. “Do you think Dad would mind moving the motor home?”

Kate tossed a quick glance at Michael and saw him watching her the same way a very clever tiger watches his prey. Her pulse picked up.

“It was nice meeting you, Mrs. Adams. I look forward to seeing you again,” he continued, letting Kate know her reprieve was temporary. “We’ll talk soon, Kate.”

“Bye,” she said, biting her lip as she watched him leave.

“I think he might like you, Katie,” her mother said, ever hopeful.

Kate shook her head.

“He couldn’t take his eyes off you,” her mother said. “A man like that, he might make a good husband.”

Kate bit back a dozen corrections and squeezed her mother instead. “Mother, you say every man can’t take his eyes off me. You just want me married,” she teased lightly, but her heart felt heavy.

 

Michael allowed the evening spring breeze to wash over him as he sat parked in his Lexus down the street from Kate’s duplex. Her parents’ RV had just pulled out of the driveway. Glancing at his watch, he decided to give Kate a five-minute respite before he rang her doorbell.

Despite his reputation as Tin Man, Michael had been unable to dismiss Kate’s pregnancy. The whole situation made him nuts, and he couldn’t recall being more driven about anything than he was now to protect his child from every bad thing that had happened to him during his childhood. Long-buried bitterness roiled in his gut at the thought of his child being deprived or feeling abandoned and trapped.

If that weren’t enough, his protective urge extended to Kate. The idea of her being alone and pregnant with his child was untenable to him. His blood pressure rose just thinking about it and he was determined to convince her to agree to his plan. Checking his watch again, he pulled into her driveway.

Grabbing a sheet of paper from the passenger seat, Michael got out of the car and climbed the steps to Kate’s porch. He rang the doorbell and a calico cat mewed up at him. The outside of her cozy home echoed the warmth of her personality.

Kate answered the door, rubbing her eyes as if she’d been crying. “I didn’t expect you.”

He would be back every day until they got this settled, he thought grimly, wishing she would smile again. “I drove by and noticed your parents had left.” She didn’t invite him in, but that didn’t stop him from entering. “Why are you crying?”

Kate picked up the cat and cradled it in her arms. She shrugged. “I feel very stupid for getting myself in this situation.”

“It took two,” he pointed out, thinking that her home might have had a calming effect on him if he hadn’t felt like climbing the walls. He remembered when Kate used to have a calming effect on him. That time was long gone, he thought with irritation. “We didn’t finish our conversation this morning.”

She shot him a wary glance. “Yes we did.”

“No we didn’t,” he said, fighting a tightening cord of impatience. “There’s only one thing for us to do. We need to get married. There’s no other choice.”

Kate blinked. “That’s not true. We’re not living in the dark ages. Many single women give birth to children.”

“Is that what you want for our child?”

“No, but—”

“Exactly. Kate, I won’t take no for an answer.”

“You seem to forget that marriage takes two. You also seem to forget that you told me in no uncertain terms that you are neither husband nor father material.”

Michael narrowed his eyes, knowing the essence of what she’d said hadn’t changed. “I didn’t have all the facts during that conversation. You hid a very important fact from me. Why?”

“I didn’t want you to marry me because I was pregnant,” she returned heatedly. “Which is exactly what you’re trying to do.”

He ground his teeth. Reasoning with her had been so much easier when she’d been his employee. “People marry for lesser reasons. For the well-being of this child, you and I must marry. Dammit, I won’t have a child of mine born illegitimate and without the financial security I can easily afford. I knew too many kids who suffered under those circumstances and this will not happen to my child.”

She stared at him for a long moment. “You never talk about your family,” she finally said.

He hated like hell to discuss his childhood, but he was determined to make her see the only right course. “I don’t have a family. My father left my mother soon after she became pregnant with me, and my mother died when I was six. I spent time in foster care and at the Granger Home for Boys. I can give you a first-hand account of what it’s like to grow up without a father and it’s not pretty. But you wouldn’t know about that, would you?”

Kate put the cat down and turned away from Michael. She’d always wondered about his family, but had never asked. Michael had seemed to be a man with no personal attachments. Now she understood why. With a sinking feeling she also understood why he would be adamantly opposed to putting his child through an illegitimate upbringing. His disclosure took the wind out of her sails. “So what kind of arrangement are you proposing?” she asked in a low voice.

She felt him step closer to her. He gave her a sheet of paper. She scanned it, but the numbers were a blur. “What is this?”

“My financial statement. I’ve had my accountant put aside—”

Kate’s stomach roiled. “Oh my God,” she said, tossing the offending paper to the floor and walking to the other side of the room.

Michael stepped in front of her, his hands on her arms, male frustration emanating from every pore. “I want you to know that I can and will take care of you and the baby. I want you to see it in black and white. I don’t want you to ever worry about it.”

In some corner of her mind, she suspected his intentions were good. She could see it was vital to him to protect her and the baby, but the timing couldn’t be worse. This was a far cry from the sweet, sentimental tale her mother had often repeated to her about her father’s proposal on bended knee in an ice-cream parlor. “So this is a business arrangement. You sign over part of your money to me and the baby, you and I get married, we live separately, and I raise our child.”

“No,” he said firmly, immediately. “You and the baby will live with me.”

“Why?” she demanded. “You don’t want me.”

His gaze traveled over her, and Kate felt a surprising flicker of the forbidden but mutual attraction she’d thought he’d killed. “I never said I didn’t want you. I may not have much of a heart, but I am a man. I wanted to take you to bed from the beginning. Every day I saw you, I thought how it would be to touch you and feel you hot and wet. But you were too valuable to me as an assistant to muddy the waters with sex.”

“And now?”

“Now you’re no longer my assistant,” he said. “You’re fair game.”

Confused, rattled and, embarrassingly, a little turned on, Kate backed away. She took a careful breath and shook her head. “This is just a little too primitive for me. Your protectiveness, the money, the—” she groped for a benign description and came up empty “—the sex.” She shook her head again. “I don’t know what to say. I don’t feel like I know you at all, yet you’re insisting we marry.”

“Do you remember what it was like between us before that night we spent together?”

She nodded, remembering that underneath the forbidden wanting, there’d always been an ease, occasional laughter, and respect. Everything had felt so dreadfully tense between them, however, ever since that night. “We laughed a lot more.”

“You were a friend.”

Kate felt the push and pull of loss and confusion. He called her friend, and she felt elated, yet she knew he wasn’t offering her a lifetime of love and devotion. She crossed her arms over her chest, then lifted a hand to rub her forehead. “I don’t—” She bit her lip. “I don’t know. I need time to think.”



“You said you cared for me as more than a boss,” he reminded her.

She felt the sting of humiliation at how she’d laid her emotions bare for him to see. “That was before you told me you didn’t believe in love.”

“So you prove my point. You can’t count on emotions. Yours have changed.”

“I think it would be more fair to say I didn’t have all the facts. I didn’t know everything about you.”

“When do you ever know everything about someone else?” he asked. “You don’t.” He took her left hand in his and rubbed her ring finger, then met her gaze. “It’s right for us to be married.” He closed his hand around hers and drew her to him. “Right in a lot of ways.”

He lowered his head and took her mouth in a gentle, but firm caress, and she felt the coil of sensual tension inside her tighten. She felt his fingers splay through her hair, tilting her head for better access. He was a heady combination of masculine control and passion, and Kate struggled with overwhelming seductive and forbidden wishes.

He slid his leg between hers and she felt the evidence of his hard arousal against her. Kate remembered how easy it had been to fall into his arms before. Was she ready for that again? The thought cut through the haze of passion, and she pulled back and ducked her head. Her lips and mind were buzzing.



“I need to think,” she said, staring at the open collar of his shirt. She knew his chest was strong. She knew how his bare chest felt against her hands and cheek. Kate closed her eyes. “This isn’t helping.”

She heard him exhale deeply; his impatience shimmered between them. She knew that sound. She’d seen it and heard it a hundred times, but it had always been business-related.

“I don’t remember you being this stubborn,” he said in a wry voice.

Kate glanced up at him. “Different circumstances,” she said.

He tilted his head to one side. “How’s that?”

“You used to be my boss,” she said. “Now, you’re not.”

He nodded, taking her measure. “Works both ways.”

“What do you mean?”

“Like I said before, now that you’re not my assistant, you’re fair game.” He lifted her hand to his mouth and brushed his lips over her fingers. “We’ll talk soon.”

Her fingers burned as she watched him walk out the door. She felt as if she’d walked into a cyclone, or perhaps one had walked into her. She rubbed her hand over her face and sagged against the wall. She hadn’t counted on Michael’s insistence. She hadn’t counted on him pursuing her with the same fervor and intensity with which she’d watched him pursue his business interests.

Her chest tightened when she remembered the you-can-fight-but-you-won’t-win look in his eyes. Her emotions were all over the place. She felt exhilarated, seduced…. She spied his financial statement on the floor and scowled in disgust. She scooped it up and crumpled it into a tight little ball.

The man was a mass of contradictions. He wanted to protect her, seduce her and marry her.

But not love her.

Kate didn’t know what to do. This was definitely not a sentimental story of a proposal on bended knee in the ice cream parlor. She tried to imagine repeating this story to her child. “Yes, a lot of men propose with words of love and devotion and diamond rings, but your Daddy brought me his financial statement instead.”

Kate groaned and tossed the paper across the room.

 

The next morning Kate left before Michael could call or visit. She invited her close friend, Donna, to meet her at a park in downtown St. Albans for lunch. Kate had known Donna since they’d both entered Virginia Tech’s computer science program as freshmen, and she valued the longevity and comfort of their friendship. Donna’s wide-eyed baby face belied her worldly-wise mind.

“I’m surprised you were able to get away from work,” Donna said as they shared a small table overlooking the pond. “It seems like your lunch hours are always used for special projects for the mighty Michael.”

“I’m not working for the mighty Michael anymore,” she said. “I quit.”

Donna’s brown eyes rounded. “You’re joking!”

“No. I’m pregnant,” she said, and Kate told her the whole story to the accompaniment of Donna’s repeated gasps.

“His financial statement,” Donna said and tried unsuccessfully to swallow a chuckle. “I’m curious. What did it say?”

Kate threw her a sideways glance. “I didn’t look. I already know he’s got a lot in the bank. I just don’t know how terrible it would be to marry him knowing he doesn’t even believe in love.” She tossed some breadcrumbs toward the geese that begged from the luncheon crowd.

Donna made a face and sighed. “It’s admirable that he wants to take care of you and the baby. I hate to say it, but he may be too damaged from his upbringing to really be able to love someone. This won’t be a marriage like your parents have.”

Donna was voicing all of Kate’s concerns. “I know,” she said glumly. “It’s not that he’s a bad person, but since he didn’t have an example of how to live in a family, I’m afraid he really won’t know how.”

“You can’t tell me you didn’t see this coming like a freight train,” Donna said. “You’ve worked with him for three years.”



Kate felt a rush of embarrassment at her foolishness. “That’s part of the problem. The only way I know him is through work, and even though that might have consumed a lot of hours, there are things Michael never mentioned about himself. I know it sounds silly, but I just thought I had a terrible, terrible crush. Since we spent that night together, I’ve been on an emotional seesaw.”

Donna groaned. “How hard is he pushing?”

“Very hard,” Kate said, feeling the beginning of a headache.

Donna reached over and squeezed her arm. “You could always move to France.”

Kate gave a half-hearted smile. Throughout their friendship, they’d taken turns offering the fantasy of moving to France as a way to escape the crisis du jour.

“Whatever you do, don’t fall in love with him until he falls in love with you,” Donna said.

Kate frowned. “What do you mean don’t fall for him? I thought I already had.”

“You fell into lust, infatuation. Both of those are temporary. Real love is terminal,” Donna said cheerfully. “My mother always told me never to marry anyone who didn’t love me more than I loved him. So if you decide to marry him, you just need to make him fall in love with you. Or make sure you don’t fall in love with him.”

“Great,” Kate said wryly. “Do any of these pearls of wisdom come with a magic wand?”












Three








“M
ichael, if you don’t stop talking about the financial arrangements pertaining to this marriage, I’m going to throw up.”

Michael blinked. “Okay,” he said, setting his papers on the end table beside her sofa.

His unswerving focus on her never failed to unnerve her. She would have to find a way to get over that if she was actually going to go through with this. She’d been unable to sleep thinking about it. It seemed so terribly wrong not to marry for love, but in the stillness of the middle of the night when it was just her heartbeat and her baby’s, Kate asked herself if she’d be able to live with herself if she didn’t try. Looking at Michael, she prayed she was making the right choice. “I have other concerns.”

“Such as?”

“Where we will live, how we will relate to each other, the wedding,” she said, thinking that those barely scratched the surface.

“That’s easy,” he said, waving his hand. “You can choose a house where you’d like us to live. We’ll relate to each other the way we always have. And we can get blood tests and be married by a justice of the peace within three days.”

Kate bit back a sigh. She agreed with one out of three. They had nowhere to go but up. “I don’t mind finding a house for us, but I’d like to know some of your likes and dislikes. I don’t think we will be able to relate to each other the way we always have.”

“Why?”

“Because you are no longer my boss.”

“That means I’ll negotiate instead of giving orders.”

“Okay. I need you to do something that has nothing to do with stocks and trust funds.”

“Name it,” he said with such strength and assurance that her heart flipped over.

“I want you to discuss our wedding arrangements with my mother. But I still don’t want you to tell her I’m pregnant.”

“When?”



“Later,” she said, her stomach dipping at the thought. “One thing at a time. Will you talk with my parents?”

“Done,” he said. “Your parents seemed like very nice, reasonable people. I negotiate with cannibals all the time. This should be cake.”

That night, Michael pulled into Kate’s driveway beside an unfamiliar car, a vintage Corvette at that. Curious, he climbed the steps of her porch and rang the doorbell. She answered the door wearing an uneasy expression. “Trent Cavoli is here,” she whispered.

Michael immediately recognized the name of the man who’d tried, unsuccessfully, to seduce much of CG Enterprises’ talent to Cavoli’s company. “What is he doing here?” he demanded.

“I don’t know,” she said. “He stops by every couple of months to offer me a job or ask me out for dinner.”

“Did you go?”

She gave him a dark glare. “I’m sure he wants CG secrets. I can’t imagine him being truly interested in me. He’s just as hung up on business as you are.”

He felt the slightest sting from her words as she turned away from him. She might be partly right in her assessment, but Michael knew Trent had a reputation with the ladies. If he’d known Trent was sniffing around Kate, he would have…. Michael told himself his territorial feelings were related to the company. Stepping inside, he glanced at Trent’s smoothly polished appearance and wondered if the man appealed to Kate at all.

Trent’s eyes widened when he caught sight of Michael. “Michael Hawkins, I never expected to see you here.” Trent extended his hand. “You look a little hassled. How’s business?”

“Great,” Michael said, barely touching the man’s hand. “Kate tells me you’ve visited her more than once.”

Trent smiled. “You can’t blame me. She’s a smart, beautiful woman. I’d be glad to have her as an employee or a dinner companion. Word is she’s no longer working for you, so I thought I’d take my chances.”

Michael felt the surprising, yet overwhelming urge to knock a few bleached teeth from Trent’s smile. He moved next to Kate. “You’re out of luck again. Kate’s not available. She’s not my assistant anymore because she’s going to be my wife.”

Trent’s eyebrows flew upward. “Damn. I was sure she was your most underrated natural resource. Congratulations and best wishes,” he said and gave a little salute.

“Thank you,” Kate said politely, as if she sensed Michael’s hostility.

Trent walked toward the door and glanced back at Kate. “If anything changes, give me a call.”

Kate closed the door behind him and Michael scowled. “Son of a bitch,” he said. “Why didn’t you tell me he was making offers?”

Kate shrugged. “It was more a minor nuisance than anything else.”

“If he ever comes around you again—”

She waved her hand in a dismissing gesture. “He won’t. Think about it. A baby would really cramp his style.” She gave him a long glance that almost made him feel as if she could see his entire hellish day written on his brain. “Rough day?”

With her big blue eyes and pink cheeks and lips, she looked so innocent. But Michael knew the truth. Kate had sent him into the lion’s den. “I talked to your parents.”

Her eyes rounded. “Oh. How’d it go?” she asked in a tone entirely too casual.

He followed her around the couch. “How do you think it went?”

She bit the inside of her lip. “I can only imagine.”

He put his hands on either side of her, trapping her and forcing her to meet his gaze. “I want her on my negotiations team for my next merger.”

Kate laughed breathlessly. “Piece of cake?”

“Why didn’t you warn me?”

“You seemed so confident. So when’s the wedding? Next year?”

“Two weeks,” he corrected and watched her eyes widen in surprise. He lifted his hand to touch her jaw. “She wanted six months. You weren’t using this as a ploy to procrastinate about marrying me, were you?”

Kate wiggled slightly beneath his hands and glanced away. “Not really,” she said.

“Good,” he said, nuzzling her cheek. “My feelings would be terribly hurt,” he told her in a mocking voice.

She shot him a look of disbelief. “Yeah, right,” she said. “As if feelings would affect you at all once you’ve decided to do something.”

“I’m glad you understand that about me,” he said. “Because you could put ten of your mother in a room with me by myself and it still wouldn’t stop me from marrying you.” He brushed his lips over hers in a lingering kiss. Damn if he didn’t feel like he’d earned it. “So if this wasn’t a procrastination ploy, what was it? A test?”

Kate seemed to have trouble removing her gaze from his mouth. “Uh, no.” She forced her gaze to his chin. “It wasn’t really a test.”

“Then what was it? Really?”

“I just thought you should know part of what you’re getting into,” she said, her eyelashes forming a sexy shield over her eyes and reminding Michael of all the times he’d wanted to lay her down and take her.

“Did you honestly think she would scare me off?” he growled.

“No.” She looked up at him. “I know there isn’t much that scares you.”



The almost hidden come-hither look in her eyes grabbed at his gut, combining with his frustration over the negotiations with her mother and running into a competitor he detested. Drinking in her scent, he slid his fingers through her silky hair and took her mouth with his. She tasted sweet and forbidden, and kissing her only made him want more of her. Sucking at her bottom lip, he consumed her mouth the way he planned to consume her body.

He skimmed his hands down her sides and pulled the hem of her skirt up her legs. Cupping her bottom, he rolled his hips against her.

“What are we doing?” she asked against his mouth.

“Making love,” he told her. “Every time I think about how good it was between us that night…” He slid his hands beneath her silk panties and swallowed her gasp with his mouth.

Kate pulled her mouth away, turning her cheek to him. “I—uh—” Her cheeks blooming with color, she seemed to struggle for breath. “This feels kind of fast to me.”

“This isn’t the first time.”

“I know, but—” She broke off and raked a hand through her hair. “That was before.”

“Before what?”

“Before I knew about your anti-love policy.” She sighed. “You won’t understand this.”

“Try me.”

She stepped to the side, putting a little distance between them. “Too many hairpin turns. First, I’m your assistant, then we’re lovers for a night, then I’m your assistant again, then I’m pregnant, and I’m not your assistant, then you want to marry me.” She met his gaze. “I need to catch my breath. It all feels a little unreal to me.”

Michael looked at her and saw the conflicting emotions spilling from her. She was a complex creature. Knowing her as a woman, he thought, would be far different than having her as his assistant. She was a seductive mystery to him. The urge to possess her raged through him, but he reined it in. “Okay,” he said, and told himself things would be different in two weeks. She would be his wife.

 

The following morning, Kate greeted the day with a trip to the bathroom for her regular bout of morning sickness. Her hands trembled as she turned on the water faucet to splash her face and drink water. She would be so glad when she got through this stage of pregnancy. Patting her hand over her flat tummy, she could almost think the baby was her imagination if not for her telltale nausea.

The night she’d shared with Michael could have been a dream. Her wedding, however, was coming at her with the speed of an oncoming train. Her mother had already called to chat about plans. Kate scowled into the mirror. Perhaps that had contributed to her nausea.

She opened the bathroom door to Michael. Surprised, she muffled a squeak. “When did you come in?”

“Long enough ago to know you’re sick,” he said, concern darkening his eyes. “I’ll take you to the doctor.”

She shook her head. “No. It’s just morning sickness.”

“Can’t the doctor give you something?”

She shook her head more emphatically. “A lot of medicines aren’t good for the baby. I don’t want to risk it.”

“How often does this happen?”

“This is how Cupcake wakes me up every morning,” she said with a weak chuckle and headed for the kitchen.

His frown deepened. “How long will it last?”

“The doctor didn’t offer any guarantees.” She lifted crossed fingers. “But it could be gone in four weeks.”

“Four weeks,” he said appalled. “Are you sure you shouldn’t see the doctor? I don’t like the way you look.”

She fought a wave of self-consciousness. “I could take offense at that, but since you helped get me into this state, you are partly responsible.” She opened her cabinet and pulled out a half-empty box of soda crackers. “Besides, you could have called first or knocked. How did you get in anyway?”

“I picked your lock,” he said. When she stared at him in inquiry, he added, “When you didn’t answer, I thought I should check on you in case anything was wrong.”

She felt him watch her set crackers, a glass of club soda, and a prenatal vitamin on the counter. “What is this?”

“Breakfast,” she said and sat down on a bar stool to nibble at a cracker.

“This is no breakfast for a woman who’s pregnant. You should be eating fruit or cereal, pancakes, eggs.”

Kate blanched. “My objective is to eat something that will stay down,” she said, then switched focus. “What brings you here so early?”

“Oh yeah,” he said as if she’d reminded him. “I got something for you yesterday and forgot to give it to you last night.”

Wary, she looked at him. “This isn’t another financial recap or trust fund or—” She gulped when he placed a jeweler’s box on the counter in front of her.

“No,” he said. “You may need to get it sized, but the jeweler assured me he’d be happy to do it while you wait.”

She stared at the box and struggled with a myriad of emotions. If she opened it, then her engagement to Michael would be more real, even though in her heart it still felt like a farce.

“Open it,” he said.

Kate felt a lump rise in her throat.

“Kate, it won’t bite. Okay, I’ll open it,” he said, flipping the box open.

Kate gasped at the size. “Omigod. It’s so—” she blinked “—big.” She looked up at him. “Why did you get such a big one?”

“I’m told that no matter what women say, size matters,” he said, his gaze falling over her intimately. “With diamonds and other things.”

Kate felt her cheeks heat. She would never forget that Michael had been an incredible lover. He had left her with the sensation of being thoroughly taken, yet incredibly satisfied. She resisted the urge to fan her cheeks and cleared her throat. “I was talking about the diamond in the ring.”

“Do you think it’s pretty?”

She moved her head in a circle. “In a big way.”

“There are larger diamonds,” Michael assured her.

“Yes, I saw the Hope Diamond at an exhibit once. I didn’t think it looked that much bigger than this one.”

“Kate, I can afford this. It’s about the same as buying a forty-foot cabin cruiser. Let’s put it on your finger and see if it fits.”

Kate pulled her hands to her chest. “No.”



“Why?” he asked, impatience edging into his tone.

“It’s too big,” she said. As if remembering her upbringing, she quickly added, “I mean I appreciate the thought and it’s lovely, but I can’t imagine wearing it.”

He spun her stool around so she was nose to nose with him. “Why not?” he demanded.

She bit her lip and appeared so nervous he almost felt sorry for her. “I’m sorry, Michael, but I just can’t imagine wearing a cabin cruiser on my finger.”

He counted to ten. He couldn’t explain why it was so important for Kate to wear his ring. He just knew it was. “If you don’t like this, then what would you like?”

She slid her gaze to the ring, then back at him and lifted her shoulders. “I don’t know. Something that doesn’t scream rich guy’s wife. Something more like me,” she said in an unsteady voice. Her eyes turned sad. “Something that doesn’t make me feel like a fraud.”

 

That night Michael didn’t visit Kate. Instead he called and they shared a muted, brief conversation. After such an inauspicious beginning to his day, he buried himself in his work and fell asleep when his head hit the pillow. The phone awakened him.

Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, he reached blindly for the receiver. “Yes,” he murmured.



“Michael?”

The unsteady voice bore a vague resemblance to Kate’s. “Kate?”

“I’m sorry to bother you so late,” she said. “I would have called Donna, but she just went out of town on a business trip.”

Michael’s gut gave an uneasy twist. She sounded as if she were holding back tears. “Stop apologizing and tell me what’s wrong.”

“Well, I need a ride,” she said. “I—uh—don’t have my car.”

He sat upright in bed. “Where are you?”

“The duplex beside me had a little gas problem.”

Michael felt the cord of tension inside him knot. “Where are you?” he asked again, rising from bed and grabbing his jeans.

“There was a fire and there was a lot of smoke—”

“Kate, where are you?”

“At St. Albans General Hospital.” Her voice cracked, and he felt something inside him crack too. “Could you come and get me?”
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M
ichael jerked on his clothes and defied the speed limit. He’d barely cut the engine before he stepped out of his car and raced into the emergency room. He approached the receptionist’s desk, and Kate walked straight into his arms.

Unprepared for an action that demonstrated such pure trust, he stood still, stunned. It was a totally new sensation. She smelled of smoke. Instinct kicked in and he tightened his arms around her, wanting to make sure she was okay. “What happened?”

“There was a fire,” she said, her face pressed into his shirt as if she wanted to absorb him. “Some of us suffered from smoke inhalation.”



Alarm clanged through him like a discordant bell, and he urged her head from his chest. “Us?”

“They gave me oxygen,” she said. She looked as if she were struggling to remain composed. “I was worried about the baby,” she whispered, her face crumpling, the expression grabbing at something deep inside him.

Michael held his breath. “What did the doctor say?”

“The baby and I are fine.”

Michael breathed a sigh of relief at the same time as he battled frustration. “Why didn’t you call me?” he demanded.

“Everything happened so fast when the ambulance arrived, and then I had to wait. I was so scared,” she said, her voice quivering. “I wasn’t that worried about me. I just didn’t want anything to happen to the baby. I tried to call Donna, but she was gone. I didn’t want to bother you.”

Michael tightened his arms around her again. “You should have called me. For Pete’s sake, I’m going to be your husband,” he scolded, thinking he could have prevented this if he’d been with her. He should have prevented this.

She pushed her hair from her face. “I know, but we don’t really have a normal engagement.”

“You’re going to have to get used to calling me,” he told her. “I may not know much about what husbands do, but I damn well know you call them in an emergency.”



Staring at him as if some of his words were sinking in, she slowly nodded.

“I don’t think they want me to go back to my house yet.”

“Damn straight you’re not going back to your house. You’re coming to my apartment,” he said emphatically.

“But I don’t know where Parkay is and—”

“Parkay?” Michael struggled to follow her, wondering if, perhaps, the lack of oxygen had affected her brain.

“My cat. Parkay. She’s not much of an outside cat, so I need to go look for her.”

Michael shook his head. “It’s the middle of the night. You can’t go looking for a cat in your condition.” His mind clicked through possibilities. “I’ll take you home, then go look for her,” he said, although how in hell he would find a cat at night was beyond him.

He took her home and settled her into his apartment. “Take my bed,” he ordered, and when she started to protest, he cut her off. “You need the sleep. I’ll take the couch after I get your cat.”

So, at three o’clock in the morning, armed with an open can of tuna, Michael conducted a search-and-retrieval mission for Kate’s cat. By three-thirty, he had seven feline friends trailing after him, mewing. But none was a calico. He sneaked past the yellow caution tape and in through the back door. Using his flashlight, he searched through two rooms until he caught sight of green eyes under Kate’s bed. Parkay clawed him until he gave her a bite of the tuna.

After he returned home, he allowed the cat to finish the tuna while he washed his scratches. Unable to sleep after the events of the night, he quietly pushed open the bedroom door and looked at Kate.

Crossing his arms over his chest, he watched her for several moments. She could have been hurt much worse tonight, he thought, and the prospect disturbed the hell out of him. At the office, Kate had always been capable and strong. He knew she still was, but he had never seen her more vulnerable than tonight. Sure, she had a strong stubborn chin, a young, fit and wholly sensual body and an intelligent mind. But she also had a tender heart and at times she pushed herself too far and too hard. She believed the best of people, sometimes when she shouldn’t. She’d believed the best of him.

His chest tightened.

She was too important to him. Too important to him to lose. Even if he didn’t deserve her.

He had the crazy urge to build a wall of protection around her, but knew it was impossible. Still she had to be protected, and he was the man to do it.

 

Kate awakened the next morning to the sound of a cat purring. She opened her eyes to find Parkay curled in a ball next to her stomach. She smiled. Michael had found her. Stretching, she glanced around the sparsely furnished room and her gaze stopped on the nightstand. Salted crackers and soda. Her chest squeezed tight.

He had come for her last night. He had come through for her last night. She felt a softening inside her, a glimmer of hope. Then his words echoed through her mind, snuffing it out. I don’t believe in love.

She sighed and sat up. She was in his bed, she realized, rubbing her fingers over the sheets. She had dreamed of sharing his life, sharing his bed. But not this way.

She tugged the sheet up to her nose and sneaked in a quick breath of his scent, then pushed crazy dreams aside and got out of bed. Glancing around the room, she looked for pictures on the wall and saw none. She looked for books. Still none.

Frowning, she pushed open the door and walked down the hall to the kitchen. The complete absence of Michael’s personal expression throughout the house surprised her.

“Good morning,” he said from behind her, making her jump. She whipped around to find him looking down at her. His gaze swept over her. “I like my shirt on you.”

She tugged at the collar and crossed her arms over her chest, then dropped them to her sides. She rubbed her thighs together, all too aware of her bareness beneath his shirt. There was something just a little different about the way he was looking at her. His gaze held a tinge of possessiveness edged with tenderness. Kate blinked and the expression was gone.

“Thank you for coming for me last night and for giving up your bed. I was just looking around your apartment. Why aren’t you at work?” she blurted out, unable to stifle her curiosity.

He waved his hand toward another room which held a desk, a raft of papers and a laptop. “I’m working from the laptop this morning. How are you?” he asked, and his gaze turned assessing.

“Fine. I’m great compared to last night. I’m sorry I was a little weepy.” She smiled. “My stiff upper lip is back this morning.”

“It’s okay. I didn’t break out in hives from your tears.”

“True,” she said, remembering how he had held her. She glanced at his hands and saw scratch marks. Wincing, she reached for one. “Parkay?”

He nodded. “She was under your bed and didn’t want to come out.”

“Ingrate,” she said.

“Tuna helped, but I almost had to bring home a lot of her friends.”

“Oh I bet you were popular with all the kitties.” She released his hand and sighed. “How long have you been here? Did you move in recently?”



“Three years ago,” he said with a shrug. “I’ve been busy.”

“But there are no pictures, no plants. Do you have a CD player?”

“I think my alarm clock has a radio, but I kill plants.”

She bit back a moan. “Michael, there’s nothing of you here.”

“Almost all of me has been at the office.” He glanced at his watch. “Which is where I’m going now that I know you’re okay.” He backed away to turn off his computer and load it in his attaché. “Call me if you need anything.”

Wondering if she’d made him uncomfortable with her questions, she joined him at the door. “Michael,” she said, drawing his attention back to her.

He looked down at her, and she acted on an impulse. Standing on her toes, she kissed him lightly. “Thank you.”

He slid his arm around her waist and gave her a deeper, hungry kiss. “Tonight.”

He left and she leaned against the door, touching her lips as they buzzed. Her entire body buzzed. She covered her eyes and shook her head. “Get a grip.”

She looked up, her gaze taking in her barren surroundings, and decided to make a few changes. By the time Michael arrived home tonight, his apartment would at least be more comfortable. It was the least she could do. The man had rescued her cat and been there when she called him.

 

Michael arrived home late that night to the sound of Santana gently playing on a boom box and the kitchen table set with new china and flatware. A pitcher in the center of the table held a small bunch of spring flowers. Candles had been lit and snuffed out, and he inhaled the mouthwatering scent of something Italian. He glanced in the refrigerator and spotted lasagne.

Michael blinked. His refrigerator usually only held stuff like beer and soda, occasionally juice and a few leftovers that resembled chemistry experiments gone bad. Lasagne.

Closing the door, he tugged at his tie and walked through the apartment in search of Kate. He found her asleep in his bed with a book folded over her stomach. Parkay lay at her feet.

She had waited for him, he realized. It was an odd feeling. He couldn’t remember anyone waiting for him. A whispery sweet feeling snuck under his skin. Damn strange thing. He liked it and felt uncomfortable with it at the same time. Frowning, he dismissed the sensations and turned his attention back to Kate.

He carefully lifted the book from her stomach and set it on the nightstand. She rolled over onto her side, causing her nightshirt to gap slightly. The sight of her dusky nipple reminded him how she had felt in his hands, how she had tasted in his mouth. So incredibly responsive. He remembered how soft her inner thighs had felt when he’d coaxed them apart, and her femininity softer still as he’d slid inside her.

He wasn’t exactly sure how she did it, but her combination of head and heart reminded him he was a man instead of a machine. She reminded him of needs and desires he’d made a habit of turning off like a faucet. He liked the way she looked in his bed, he thought, but he’d like it better still when they would share it. Soon.

 

The following morning, Kate rose early with the intention of getting back to her duplex. She’d spent the entire day yesterday trying to add small touches of comfort to Michael’s apartment. She had so wanted to surprise and please him. Although he hadn’t known she’d prepared a meal for him, she wished she had known he would be late so her feelings weren’t so squashed.

As she nibbled a cracker and dressed, she told herself her feelings should not be hurt. If she kept repeating it, maybe she would believe it.

She took a deep breath as she left the bedroom and smelled coffee brewing. Michael was up and dressed already. No surprise, there, she thought with true envy. The man required far less sleep than normal humans, especially this pregnant human.



“I’m sorry I missed dinner,” he said, glancing up from his coffee.

“No big deal. It was just a thank you for giving me and Parkay a place to land.”

“You went to a lot of trouble. I think my refrigerator is in shock from having something other than beer and soda in it.”

She felt a sliver of amusement. “I think both of you may be in shock. I hope you’ll get a chance to enjoy it. You can reheat small portions of it in the microwave here or at the office. I appreciate you sharing your apartment, but I’ll get out of your hair now. I’m going back to the duplex today to air it out, and I’m hoping it will be livable by tonight.”

Michael frowned. “I don’t think you should go back.”

“The gas problem is repaired and I’ve been given the all-clear sign.”

“Move in here,” he said. “We’re going to be married in less than two weeks.”

Butterflies danced in her stomach at the thought. “My parents will be here in a few days, and my mother will want to be a part of the wedding planning. In fact I’m going to let her plan most of it. I still can’t believe I’m doing this,” she murmured.

“Why?”

“It’s just not what I envisioned for myself.”

“You didn’t envision getting pregnant,” he said.



“Not before the wedding,” she said. “And not by my boss.”

“What did you envision?”

Uncomfortable beneath his scrutiny, Kate glanced away. “I don’t know. In my mind, I guess I thought I would date someone for a while, and there would be a courtship, and then he would propose.” She shook her head. “You and I have it backwards. We haven’t even been on a date. There’s so much we don’t know about each other. What if we get married and don’t like each other?”

Hearing the frantic edge to her voice, Michael took her arms and looked into her eyes. “That’s not going to happen. You’re panicking, but you believe it’s the right thing to do.”

She moved her head in a circle. “Kinda.”

“Kate…” he said, searching for a way to reason with her.

“I’m not sure how to explain this, but it’s like a merger. Usually you learn everything about the company you’re merging with, you court them and negotiate differences. But you and I, we’re signing the contract first,” Kate mused.

As far as Michael was concerned, the sooner they married, the better. “I know the best way to solve this.”

“How?”

“You need to be sleeping with me.”

Kate groaned. “That’s what got me in trouble in the first place.”



“So you can’t get into any worse trouble now.”

She shot him a dark look that alternated between sexy and wary. “That’s a matter of opinion,” she said and flounced toward the door. She stopped when she put her hand on the knob. “There is one other thing,” she said, not turning to face him.

Her reluctance to look at him piqued his curiosity. “Yes?”

“I realize it will be a challenge, but when we’re around my parents, you need to act like you’re crazy about me. It will be hard, but if you use one-tenth of the energy and creativity you’ve used for your business, you might be able to pull it off.”

Then she whisked out of the door, treating him to a tempting view of her curvy backside. Michael couldn’t decide if he’d just been complimented or insulted. Perhaps both.

 

After work, he drove to her duplex and found her on a stepladder armed with a screwdriver while she worked on a curtain-rod bracket. Anyone else looking at her wouldn’t have a clue that she was pregnant. Slim and curvy in shorts and tank top, she was barefoot, but her legs caught and held his attention. Until he thought about the nasty combination of the ladder and her pregnancy.

“Have you lost your mind?” he asked as calmly as he could.

He must have startled her because she let out a little shriek, then jumped and struggled for balance. His heart hammering, he ran toward the ladder and wrapped his hands around her waist.

“Why did you do that?” she asked, scowling down at him. “You scared the living daylights out of me.”

“Did you forget you’re pregnant?”

“No,” she said. “But as long as no one comes up behind me and disturbs me, I should be fine on the ladder.”

“Let me finish,” he insisted.

“It’s not necessary,” she protested.

“If you won’t do it for yourself, then do it for Cupcake,” he said, using her term of endearment.

She thought about it for a moment, then handed over the screwdriver. “Okay.”

Michael swung her off the ladder to the ground, and climbed it. “Nice screwdriver. I’m surprised.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re a woman.”

“That’s sexist,” she said. “Besides, there’s an unwritten rule. Every woman should have a good screwdriver, a drill, and a black bra.”

The screwdriver slipped in his hand, but he caught it. “And do you?” he asked. “Have all three?”

“Yes.”

Michael was struck with the wicked wanton image of Kate in a black bra and not much else. He sucked in a quick breath and frowned at the odor. “Still smells like smoke.”



“It was strong when I first got here, so I ran two fans on high and went out for a while. I must’ve gotten used to it this afternoon.”

“You know I can’t leave you here, don’t you?” he asked, finishing the screws and descending the ladder.

“Why not?”

“Because if you got hurt, I couldn’t live with myself.”

Her eyes widened. She folded her arms over her chest. “I’ll be fine.”

“I would have thought you’d be fine two nights ago,” he pointed out. “But you weren’t. Any other climbing you planned tonight?”

“No,” she said reluctantly. “If you keep acting nice and attentive, you’re going to confuse me.”

“If you get confused, does that mean you’ll show me the big three?”

“Big three?” she echoed.

“Your screwdriver, your drill and your black bra.”
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S
urprised, Kate gave a double take. Her heart skipped a beat. “Are you serious?”

“Yes,” he said, moving closer to her. “I’d like you to show me your big three.”

Was he flirting with her? Michael didn’t flirt with her. “The drill is in my toolbox.”

“And the black bra?”

“Bottom dresser drawer,” she said, wondering how far he was going to take this.

“I want to see it on you,” he told her, sending a wicked rush through her.

“Maybe another time,” she said.

He took her hand when she started to turn. “Is that a promise?”



She studied him. “What is with you?”

“It’s time we left the boss-assistant relationship totally behind.”

“And how do we do that?” she asked.

“I have some ideas,” he said and pulled her into his arms.

He took her mouth in sensual exploration, quickly warming her from the inside out. “Every time I looked at you during the last three years, I said no. I’m not saying no to myself anymore.”

His words surprised and aroused her. He felt solid, strong and distinctly masculine against her. He took her mouth again, this time with his tongue, seeking and seducing her, sipping at her as if she were his favorite drink, and he’d been thirsty for a long time.

“You smell like sex,” he whispered.

Kate felt her knees lose their starch. His desire for her was intoxicating. She slid her fingers through his hair and rubbed her chest against his, craving a closer touch. The atmosphere in the room turned steamy. He slid his hands down to her bottom, guiding her against his hardened masculinity. Long denied needs rushed to the surface, and Kate fought against letting go. “I’m not sure about this,” she asked.

“I’m just practicing,” he said, skimming one of his hands over the side of her breasts. The movement teased and taunted.

Kate bit back a moan. “Practicing what?”



“Practicing for when we’re married.” He skimmed his hand over her breast again, this time closer to, but not touching her tight nipple.

Kate’s moan escaped her throat.

“Do you like that?” he asked, rubbing his thumb over her nipple.

She pressed her breast into his hand, an unspoken confession.

“I’m going to find out what else you like,” he said, and pulled her with him down onto the sofa. Pulling her onto his lap, he lifted her shirt and flicked his tongue over the tip of her breast.

Kate couldn’t suppress another moan. When he unfastened the top button of her jeans, she put her hand on his. He was making her dizzy. “This feels fast.”

“It could be faster,” he said.

She shook her head and swallowed over her dry throat. She lifted her hand and was surprised to find it trembling.

Michael looked down at her hand and took it in his.

“It’s going to sound crazy,” she said, searching his gaze, “but when you said those things in your office the day I quit, a big part of me gave up on you.”

“What are you afraid of?” he asked. “That I’ll abandon you or stop supporting you? Because I won’t. I—”

She shook her head. She couldn’t tell him what she feared. She had too many fears, and, unfortunately, she had every reason to believe they would come true. “I think I need some time. I think we need to take this slowly.”

His gaze held hers for a heart-pounding moment. “Okay, we’ll trade,” he said. “We go slow, and you come back with me tonight.”

Kate started to shake her head.

“This isn’t negotiable,” he told her. “You can pack or I’ll pack for you.”

“Why? I’ll be fine.”

“I’m here to make damn sure of it,” he said. “You can either walk out of here or I’ll carry you out to my car and let the neighbors stare when you scream. But I’m not leaving you here until your parents arrive.”

She didn’t like having her wings clipped. “I thought you said we were leaving the boss-assistant relationship behind.”

“I’m just practicing to be your husband,” he said in a maddeningly calm voice.

“I wish you would practice differently,” she retorted.

“I will,” he said, his tone dark with sensual promise.

 

“You’re getting what?” Justin nearly shrieked as he slammed his mug of beer down.

“I’m getting married in less than two weeks, and you two are invited,” Michael calmly said.



Dylan just stared at him for a long moment, then cleared his throat. “Isn’t this a bit sudden?”

“Yes,” Michael said, although he still preferred the idea of chartering an airplane to Las Vegas and taking care of the vows instantly. “It would have been sooner, but Kate’s mother wants a church wedding.”

“Why the speed?” Dylan asked, his eyes narrowed as if he sensed there was more to the story.

“Because there are no doubts,” Michael said. Except on Kate’s part. Michael was damned sure of what he was doing; he just wanted it done as quickly as possible.

“Kate?” Justin said in disapproval. “The only Kate you’ve ever mentioned is your assistant.”

“She’s no longer my assistant. She’ll be my wife.”

“Something about this doesn’t smell right,” Justin said with a frown. “I could have sworn you were just as anti-marriage as I am.”

“Don’t dig,” Michael said in a level tone. “I just wanted to invite you to the ceremony. Kate’s mother asked me to invite my family and I have none. You’re the next best sorry thing, so if you want to come, great. If you don’t, that’s okay, too.”

Justin exchanged an uncomfortable glance with Dylan. He shrugged. “Well, sure, I’ll come. I just think you’re making a big mistake. Marriage is a messy, expensive business. It sucks the life force out of your wallet like nothing else. Of course, kids are next in line for expensive, but—” Justin broke off as realization hit him. “Kids,” he said, shaking his head. “You didn’t—” He made a grimace. “Oh, damn. She’s not—”

“Don’t dig,” Dylan cut in, correctly reading the closed expression Michael knew he was wearing. “What have you learned about the home for unwed teenage mothers?”

“It’s a good cause. We should donate.”

Justin took a swig of his beer and shook his head. “The irony is just too sweet.”

A short while later, Michael entered his apartment. His conversation with his partners in philanthropy had left him irritated. The knowing expressions combined with the skepticism in their voices made something inside him twist. Michael wanted the marriage done. “Kate,” he called, ready to complete the next step. “Kate, I have something for you.”

Poking her head out the bedroom door, she regarded him warily. “What?”

“I brought you—” His phone rang, surprising him. It rarely rang unless someone was calling him from work. He picked up the receiver. “Hello.”

A pause followed. “Kate Adams?” a male voice enquired.

Irritated at the intrusion, he frowned. “She’s here,” he said. “Who’s calling?”



“Jeremy,” the man said. “Jeremy Ridgway. We dated in college.”

Michael thrust the phone at Kate. “Jeremy Ridgway. You’ve got thirty seconds to break his heart, or I’ll help.”

Kate’s eyes widened. “Thirty seconds!”

“How did he get this number?” Michael asked with a scowl.

“Since I’m captive in your cave, I had my calls forwarded.”

“Twenty seconds,” Michael said.

Kate glared at him and turned her back to him. “Jeremy, it’s been a long time. Yes, my living arrangements have changed,” she said and paused. “Yes, you’re right, I always enjoyed sailing, but—”

“Ten seconds,” Michael murmured behind her.

“I can’t. My significant other,” she said, rolling her eyes at the term, “would object. Thanks anyway. Tell your sister I said hi. Take care. Bye now,” she said and hung up the phone. She shot him a chilling glance. “Was that necessary?”

“Significant other?” he echoed, and ground his teeth.

Kate shifted from one foot to the other. “I was rushed. Nothing else seemed right.”

Michael counted to ten. He couldn’t remember a deal that had exasperated him more. Pulling the jeweler’s box from his pocket, he flipped it open and took the phone from her hand at the same time he handed her the box.

Kate looked at the ring in complete silence. This time, however, he didn’t see horror on her face. She took a deep breath and finally met his gaze. “It’s beautiful.”

He pulled the diamond solitaire surrounded by tiny pearls ring from the box. “Then you’ll wear it.”

She nibbled her lip. “I—uh—” She cocked her head to one side. “There’s no rush. There’s really no rush for the wedding. I mean, it’s not as if I’m even showing.”

His patience shot, Michael cut to the chase. “How do you plan to explain the baby’s premature birth date to your parents?”

She sighed in resignation. “Okay. How did you know I would like pearls?”

“You used to wear pearl earrings to the office. You touched them a lot,” he said, “as if you liked the way they felt.”

Surprise, followed by a dark wary sensuality deepened her blue eyes. “I didn’t know you noticed.”

“I notice a lot of things,” Michael told her and pushed the ring onto her finger. “It fits.” He tugged her closer. “Seal it with a kiss,” he said and took her mouth.

He inhaled her sexy scent and struggled with the craving to seal the moment with something far more than a kiss. Her lips were soft, lush and addicting. “Husband,” he said against her mouth. “Say it.”

“Fiancé,” she corrected, pulling back slightly, but holding his gaze. Her reticence alternately aroused and frustrated him. “One step at a time.”

Michael swallowed his impatience. It was better than significant other. “You can tell your mother two of my friends are coming to the wedding.”

Her eyes widened. “Pardon?”

“Two of my—”

“—I didn’t know you had any friends,” she blurted out, then seemed to catch herself. “I mean you’ve always been so busy with work that you never seemed to have time for much in the way of personal relationships.”

“We go way back. These two guys stayed at the Granger Home for Boys.”

“Oh, well, can I meet them?”

“Sure,” Michael said. “I told you they were coming to the wedding.”

Kate’s lips twitched. “I meant before the wedding.”

“We’ll see. Anything happen today that I should know about?”

“Not today,” she said.

He lifted an eyebrow at her choice of words. “Tomorrow then?”

“I have an appointment with the obstetrician.”

“Something wrong?”



She shook her head. “It’s routine.” She waved her hand. “It’s a long shot, but last time the nurse told me I might be able to hear the baby’s heartbeat at this appointment.”

“What time?”

“Two o’clock at the Robinson Medical Center. Dr. Dent.”

“I have a conference call with the new manager of R and D on the west coast.”

“No problem,” she said a little too casually. “You really don’t need to be there.”

 

Michael almost didn’t make it. Although he rescheduled his teleconference, traffic and his latest clueless assistant conspired against him. He strode into the doctor’s office at 2:20 and wangled his way into Kate’s examination room.

Lying on the table with the doctor’s stethoscope on her abdomen, Kate looked at Michael in surprise. “I thought you had a meeting.”

“Rescheduled.”

The doctor glanced up. “Dr. Dent,” she said, introducing herself. “Are you the father?”

Michael felt a clench in his stomach at the question, but nodded. “Michael Hawkins.”

“I’m trying to find your baby’s heartbeat. It may be too early, but…” She moved the stethoscope and smiled, then turned up the volume on a small magnification device. “There it is.”

Michael listened to the fast swishing sound and his gaze met Kate’s. Her eyes were filled with wonder.

“It’s so fast,” she whispered.

“It’s in the normal range,” the doctor said. “Sounds good and strong. Just one,” she added with a smile.

Transfixed, Michael listened to the sound of the tiny heartbeat and felt something inside him click. Their child, he thought. Although he’d known it was real before, the only outward evidence Kate had exhibited had been morning sickness. The swishing heartbeat made it undeniable. A small somebody was totally dependent on him and Kate. He felt a velvet bond wrap around him.

The doctor removed the stethoscope, gave a few perfunctory instructions, and left. After Kate rearranged her clothing, she looked up at Michael and he saw the same awe-stricken sense of wonder and responsibility he felt mirrored in her eyes.

He pulled her into his arms and put his hand on her abdomen and kissed her. The emotion he felt was electric and too big, too powerful to be contained in a single moment. Kate covered his hand with hers and passionately responded to him. Michael felt a wholly primitive need to claim her as his again. “Doctor’s office,” he muttered to himself and pulled back.

“We could really mess this up if we’re not careful,” she said.



“We won’t,” he said, and he was deadly determined.

“How can you be sure?”

“I’ve got the money. You’ve got the heart.”

Her eyebrows furrowed in concern. “If anything should ever happen to me…” she began.

“It won’t,” Michael said immediately, violently rejecting the notion. “I won’t let it.”

She smiled gently. “I didn’t know you had final say over those things. Life and death happen, Michael,” she told him. “If something happens to me, your money won’t be enough. You’ll have to grow a heart.”

The very thought of it made Michael break into a sweat.

 

Time was ticking, and Kate felt her wedding date rushing toward her. Unable to bear the tension in Michael’s apartment any longer, she decided to pay a visit to the home for unwed teenage mothers. She must have stuffed the paper describing the charity in her purse. Despite the fact that she wasn’t a teenager and a marriage was in her near future, Kate felt a strong affinity for the group.

The home, which had been a small bed and breakfast hotel in the early 1900s, was located in the west end of town. The building reminded her of a genteel elderly lady, a bit worn, but clean and, in a way, elegant. The receptionist, Tina, who greeted her was six months pregnant and sixteen years old. “I’m sorry the director was called away. One of the girls went into labor. I can tell you a little about the place though.”

“Please do,” Kate said, seeing in Tina a maturity beyond her fresh-faced years.

“Everyone who comes here is drug-free and has pretty much been kicked out of home with no financial help. The home offers free counseling and medical care. An instructor comes five days a week and teaches us the basics. Everyone pitches in with cooking, cleaning and managing the office. We have a curfew, but since most of the fathers have disappeared, most of us aren’t interested in dating right now,” she said wryly.

“What happens to the babies?”

“Some girls put them up for adoption. Most don’t, which is part of what our director, Ms. Lambert, is working on right now. A lot of girls don’t want to give up the babies, but we don’t have good job skills. Ms. Lambert has been looking for someone to teach us computer stuff, but volunteers are tough to find because those people really rake in the bucks.”

It was strange, but Kate felt more at home here than she did in Michael’s apartment. She would be bored out of her gourd if all she did was spend her days shopping and house-hunting. “I think I may know someone who can help,” she said. “What kind of computers do you have?”

Tina wrinkled her nose. “One computer,” she said, pointing to an ancient machine in the back office.

Kate glanced at it and sighed. “A little younger than the house, huh?”

Tina laughed.

“Well, we have no place to go but up.”

Kate left the home, stopped by a computer discount store, and purchased two machines. She spent the afternoon and evening setting them up at her old duplex. She craved the familiarity and since her lease wasn’t up, there was technically no reason she couldn’t visit the place every now and then.

A knock sounded at the door just before it opened. She glanced up to see Michael. He looked at the two computers. “What are you doing?”

“Setting up two computers I bought today.”

“But you already have a computer and a laptop.” He walked closer. “This doesn’t have the best name-brand processor.”

“Don’t be snooty,” she warned him. “This processor may not be a designer brand, but it’ll do the job. It’s fast. I’m donating Claire and Delores to the home for unwed teenage mothers because the one computer they have must have been donated by the pilgrims. I visited the home today; they need a computer teacher, and I am now it.”

“Claire and Delores,” he muttered. “I never understood your propensity for naming machines.”

“It keeps me from smashing them to pieces when they crash.”



“Why didn’t you bring them to my apartment?”

“I don’t like your apartment,” she said and felt him staring from behind her. The tension which had drained from her began to seep in again.

“Why?”

“It’s bare,” she said. “There are no plants or pictures. No memorabilia. It doesn’t tell anything about you.”

“I wasn’t aware that was a requirement,” he said dryly. “I don’t have a lot of cute pictures of me from my childhood.”

Kate felt a pang at the thought of Michael’s lost childhood, but the hour was late and his proximity made her itchy. “Why is that?” she asked. “Were you an ugly child?”

He gave a double take, then chuckled. “I’m sure that’s a matter of opinion. Redecorate it?”

“No. Because then it would be my apartment instead of our apartment,” she said as she installed the last program on the computer. “I need to know your preferences, your favorite colors, what kind of art you like, what things make you feel good and comfortable—besides chocolate chip cookies,” she said remembering his penchant for stealing them when she’d brought a few to the office.

He gently guided her chin around. “I like blue. I don’t like art that I can’t figure out. I like lots of windows and I don’t like heavy draperies. I like comfortable furniture. I like plants and flowers that I can’t kill. And I like you,” he told her with topaz eyes that made seductive promises she knew he could deliver, “in my bed.”












Six








K
ate delivered Delores and Claire to the home for unwed teenage mothers the following day and was impressed with the director. Unable to bear the terminal beige decor of Michael’s apartment, she picked up a few more things to add some color. She kept herself busy for fear of a flat-out panic attack as the wedding date drew nearer.

Although Kate had never thought of herself as helpless, she couldn’t help feeling like a mouse with Michael as the sleek, savvy cat. She’d watched him negotiate mergers and while he’d always made the companies he acquired feel good, they still ended up being eaten. His forceful masculinity drew her in at the same time she felt the need to protect herself from it. It was enough to interrupt her sleep knowing he was nearby and wanted her.

Another day passed, and Kate’s parents called to remind her they would be coming tomorrow. On edge, she received a curious call that afternoon from the home for unwed teenage mothers. Just when she’d thought Michael’s blood ran green for dollars instead of red, he proved her wrong.

 

Michael arrived home at close to eight o’clock. He’d buried himself in work. Knowing Kate was in his bed filled him with visions that left him in a state of permanent arousal. Michael had a strong understanding of timing and negotiations, and he knew he’d pushed Kate into the marriage. Pushing her into making love with him before the ceremony might put his ultimate goal of marriage at risk. This situation reminded him of nitroglycerin and he refused to upset the precarious balance. Rocking her already emotional boat by pushing her into bed with him could make her run in the wrong direction—away from him. He mentally understood and believed all of this, but his libido and need to possess her taunted him relentlessly.

The scent of a delicious home-cooked meal and chocolate chip cookies greeted him when he opened the door. “Oh, God,” he said. “I’ve died and gone to heaven.”



“Welcome,” she said and regarded him with a smile that made him wonder what inspired it. She wore a little skirt that captured and held his attention. Kate had great legs, he thought again. Slim ankles, curvy calves, and silky thighs, and in between them, he remembered, her femininity forming a wet, snug, velvet welcome to him.

Michael grew hard and stifled a sigh. He loosened his collar. “What’s the occasion?”

“Farewell dinner,” she said.

Everything inside him stopped. “What?”

“My parents are descending tomorrow,” she said with a lopsided smile.

Michael relaxed slightly.

“Do you like beef stew?”

“Yes.” Michael watched the mind-bending swing of her hips as she walked toward the counter. The scent of delicious food and the sight of her delicious backside combined to form the opposing sensations of complete satisfaction and complete frustration. Soon, he promised himself, he would be consuming more than Kate’s food.

After they shared the meal, he sat back replete. Kate shooed away his offer to help remove the dishes. She took care of them quickly, then leveled a gaze on him.

He felt an odd sensation in his gut at the intent expression in her eyes. She looked like a woman with a mission as she walked toward him.

“I think I need to pass on a thank you.”



He frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I mean the home for unwed teenage mothers called to thank me for the twenty computers that arrived today along with a quarter-million-dollar donation.”

Michael shrugged. “What does that have to do with me?”

“I believe you,” she said, pointing her index finger at his chest, “are responsible.”

Her blue eyes searched his. “I had just told you about the home’s needs and the following day the computers and funds arrive. Too much of a coincidence.”

“I’m sure the home’s been begging for help from everyone. Any number of people could have chosen them for a tax write-off.”

Impatience flashed in her eyes. “I’m not going to let you reduce this to a tax write-off.”

“I can’t take responsibility for this,” Michael said, thinking of the oath of secrecy he and his friends had taken.

Confusion furrowed her brow. “Are you saying you had nothing to do with the recent donations?”

“I’m not personally responsible,” he said carefully.

“And if you were somehow involved, your complete motivation would have been for the tax write-off,” she said, clearly frustrated with his reticence. “Okay, well just in case you know someone who was partly responsible, I’d like you to give them a message.” She leaned her slim sexy body into his and pressed her lips to his mouth. “Tell him I said it was very nice.” She brushed her lips back and forth over his. “Tell him I said thank you.”

Kate opened her mouth and Michael felt as if she’d set his clothes on fire. She rubbed her wicked open mouth over his, darting her tongue out to taste him until his brain went into complete meltdown.

Michael took over the kiss, devouring her mouth the way he wanted to consume all of her. She tasted like chocolate chip cookies and her body held the promise of pure satisfaction. His blood racing through his bloodstream, he ran his hands down her sides to her bottom and drew her into the cradle of his thighs.

She wriggled slightly against him and a groan escaped his throat. Sliding his fingertips beneath her panties, he touched her silky bare skin.

She pulled his tie loose and tugged at his shirt buttons, and it dimly occurred to him that if this was how Kate reacted to a charitable donation, he might become the biggest philanthropist in St. Albans.

He pulled her shirt loose, then backed down onto the sofa and urged her down on his lap. The sight of her breasts swelling over the cups of her lace bra reminded him how responsive she’d been the night they’d shared together, how she’d held back nothing.

Needs denied roared through him like a freight train. He lowered his mouth to her breasts and nuzzled her bra down to taste her nipple. He heard her swift intake of breath as she grew taut in his mouth. He slid his hand upward between her thighs and felt her damp and swollen. The sensation only made him more hungry for her.

He wanted all barriers removed between them. He wanted her naked and straddling him. He wanted to fill her as she pumped him into oblivion. Michael ripped her panties and rubbed his thumb over her tender engorged bead of sensation. Her breath came in short gasps. He could feel her nearing the precipice, and the sound was excruciatingly arousing to him. Closer. Closer.

The phone rang. Once, twice, penetrating the thick, steamy intimacy surrounding them. Kate pulled back slightly, her cheeks flushed, the pupils of her eyes large with arousal, her lips swollen. She stared at him while the phone rang as if she knew one of them should be answering it, but she couldn’t coordinate her mind and body. “Can you get that?” she finally asked in a husky whisper.

His body still clamoring for release, he gently put her to the side and rose to answer the phone. “Hello,” he said, and struggled to take in the words accompanying the voice of Kate’s mother. He handed the receiver to Kate.



She met his gaze with a woman’s need in her eyes so powerful it made him want to toss the phone out the window. But she bit her lip, and looked away, covering her eyes with her hand. He heard her make a few soft comments, but she kept the call blessedly short. She pushed the Off button and looked up at him, her expression a mixture of too many emotions for him to read. “My parents are here early. They’re waiting at my house.”

 

Although her legs felt like butter, she forced them to move. She stood and her partially ripped panties slid to the floor. Her head spun. They had been so close. Kate swallowed over a strange lump of emotion in her throat and tried to walk forward. Her knees buckled.

Michael caught her and pulled her against him. “Are you okay?”

Tears threatened, followed by a curtain of embarrassment. “I will be. I just—” She took a quick breath. “I was really—”

“So was I,” he said in a rough voice that did serious damage to her already shattered nerve endings. “It’s only a week,” he said, but sounded as if he were reminding himself. “I’ll take you home.”

“I can take myself.”

“If you’re having a tough time walking, I sure as hell don’t want you driving,” he said bluntly, leaving her with no argument.



On trembling legs, she made her way to the bathroom and pulled herself together. Since most of her things were still at her house, she only needed to pack a few toiletries. They left the apartment and Kate sat beside Michael with her eyes closed.

Drinking in the heady scent of his aftershave, she felt a visceral response to him. She could have abandoned herself to him. She could have given herself to him again and again, and she had no clue how to hold back her heart and keep it safe. She knew she could give herself to Michael in a way that would change her forever. She also knew, however, that Michael would never give himself to her in the same way.

 

When Michael pulled into her driveway, Kate’s parents rushed out of their motor home to greet them. Her mom swept her into her arms. “I’m so happy, darling,” she said, her voice swollen with threatening tears. “I’ve been dreaming of your wedding since you were born.”

Kate’s heart constricted. “I know you have, Mom.”

Her father pumped Michael’s hand. “Congratulations, son. You’ve got a jewel, but I’m sure you already know that.”

The pretense of the situation turned her stomach. How was she going to survive a week of this? Kate closed her eyes and gave her mother an extra squeeze.

“I’ll let the three of you visit awhile. I’m sure you’re tired from traveling and Kate’s been working on moving, so she’s beat too.”

“You don’t have to leave,” Kate’s mother protested.

Michael shook his head. “I don’t want to keep you up.” He met Kate’s gaze and reached for her hand. “You need some rest,” he told her, pulling her toward him. He lowered his head and kissed her, sending her heart into a staccato rhythm.

“What are you doing?” she whispered in his ear as he held her.

He nuzzled her neck. “You asked me to act like I’m crazy for you in front of your parents. How am I doing?”

 

The next few days were a whirlwind of pre-wedding activity driven by the indomitable force of her mother. Kate’s waking hours held the quality of a circus carnival. During the days, she was so busy trying to convince her parents that everything was peachy that she didn’t have time to think until night. Alone in her bed, she thought about what would happen after the wedding. Would she and Michael be able to build something lasting when only one of them believed in love?

Shoving the thought aside, she joined her mother on a mission to collect childhood pictures of Michael.

“It wouldn’t look right for us to have pictures of you when you were a child at the reception and not have any of Michael,” her mother insisted. “I know he was a foster child, but somebody somewhere must have some pictures of him.”

The two of them paid a visit to the Granger Home for Boys. Kate took in the large dark foyer and tried to imagine what Michael’s life had been like. The windows, she noticed, were shrouded in heavy draperies, and the floors were dark wood. It looked like the kind of place that would be drafty in the winter, and despite the cleanliness and strength of the surroundings, she could almost smell the scent of hopelessness and desperation.

Wrinkling her brow, she peeked into the office. “Hello? Can you help us?”

A young blond woman with startlingly green eyes standing in front of a desk glanced up. She looked from Kate to her mother. “I don’t know. I think everyone’s gone to lunch. I don’t work here, but I guess you could say I’m familiar with the lay of the land. My mother used to manage the cafeteria, so I spent many of my growing-up years here.”

“We’d like some pictures,” Kate’s mother said. “My daughter is marrying one of the former residents, Michael Hawkins—”

“Michael!” the woman exclaimed, and her face broke into a smile. “Michael is getting married? I’m stunned.”

No more than Kate was.

“Congratulations,” she said. “He was a fine person when I knew him.” She extended her hand. “I’m Alisa Jennings. I just moved back to the area and was taking a little visit down memory lane.”

Kate shook her hand, liking the young woman immediately. “Kate Adams, and this is my mother Betty.”

“You want pictures. Try this,” she said, walking behind the desk to a file room. “I bet they still keep them in the same place. Yes,” she muttered, as she surveyed the tall cabinets. “They haven’t changed the labels.”

“Should we be in here?” Betty asked.

“Probably not, but we can claim special dispensation if anyone fusses.” Alisa pulled open a drawer and grabbed a file. “Here’s Michael,” she said, peeking inside the file, then handing it to Kate. “They’re mostly black and white.”

Kate opened the file and looked into a pair of grown-up eyes in a very young boy. Her heart wrenched. He looked thin, but sturdy, with hair a tad too long, clothes that didn’t fit exactly right, but the set of his chin showed pride and determination.

“How serious,” her mother murmured, looking over Kate’s shoulder.

Kate flipped through the pictures, seeing signs of the man she knew in the growing boy. The last picture was out of order. It showed Michael around five years old, dressed in Sunday clothes and his hair painstakingly combed. He stood in the circle of his mother’s arms. Dark shadows rimmed her eyes, but she and her son wore matching smiles.

He had lost so much at such a young age. A tear slid down Kate’s cheek, surprising her. Quickly swiping it aside, she glanced up. “Is there somewhere we could make copies?”

Alisa slid a glance toward the door. “There used to be a copy shop just down the street.”

Kate didn’t pause. “Thank you,” she said, and her mother joined her. Betty filled the silence with chatter about the wedding plans as they located the shop and waited. Kate nodded, but couldn’t have repeated a word. She was steeped in thoughts of Michael and what his childhood had been like. She would have had to have been made of stone not to be moved by the pictures. Every time she looked at a picture, she bit her lip at the sharp emotions that stabbed at her.

When the clerk finished the job, Betty reached for the copies, but Kate intercepted them. “I choose,” Kate said.

Betty frowned. “But—”

“I choose or none of them is displayed,” Kate said.

Betty appeared to take in Kate’s determined expression. “You’ve got the same look in your eye you had when you told your dad and me you were moving to St. Albans.” She sighed. “There’s no fighting you when you’re like this. Will you consider the baby picture at least?”

Kate smiled. Tucked between some papers, they’d found a baby picture of Michael. “Yes, but the rest is my choice.” She felt as if she’d stepped into a secret part of Michael’s life, a part filled with pain and vulnerability, and Kate was compelled to protect him. It was incredibly odd because if ever a man indicated that he didn’t need protection, it was Michael.

They encountered Alisa Jennings just outside the main hall. “Oops, there you are. The secretary is back, so maybe you should let me return those for you.”

“Thank you,” Kate said and meant it.

“No problem,” she said and turned, then stopped and turned back around. “The thing I remember about Michael was what he did with his cookies.” She smiled. “My mom made the best chocolate chip cookies. Unfortunately, there never seemed to be enough to go around. Whenever she made them, the boys could smell them and they’d race because the ones at the front of the line were more likely to get cookies. There was a boy named Harold Grimley who wore braces on his legs and he never made it to the front of the line. But Harold always got cookies because Michael gave his to Harold. I bet Michael’s a tough nut to crack, but he’s a special guy.” She pulled a business card from her pocket. “Here’s my card if you ever need a liaison with the Granger Home again.”

Kate watched Alisa leave. Another tear slid down her cheek. She brushed it aside and heard her mother sniff. “C’mon Mom,” she said, pulling herself together and telling herself she would sort all this out later. “You’ve managed the impossible again. You got the pictures.”

 

Despite Kate’s protests, Betty insisted on a brief rehearsal at the chapel. This was the first time she’d been with Michael for more than a few moments, and seeing his pictures had shaken something inside her.

“You look pale,” he said, brushing her lips with a kiss. Her heart sped up. This was for the benefit of her parents, she reminded herself.

“I’m fine. The last few days have been challenging,” she said, wanting more than ever to sink into his strength.

“You’re taking care of yourself,” he said, more as an order than a question.

She nodded.

“Your father is angry with me,” he told her.

“Why?”

“I wouldn’t let him pay for the rehearsal party.”

Kate smiled. “Ah, you attacked his masculinity.”

Michael scowled. “I was trying to protect his wallet.” He glanced across the room and nodded. “Here are the friends I mentioned to you.”

Kate took in the two men as they stepped closer. Both wore guarded, assessing expressions. “Kate Adams, meet two of the most successful alumni of the Granger Home for Boys, Justin Langdon and Dylan Barrow.”

Justin and Dylan gave Michael sideways glances, then turned their attention to Kate. Justin extended his hand. “Michael’s a catch since he hit the big time. Best wishes.”

It took a moment for his message to sink in. Justin clearly felt protective of Michael. He probably thought she was a gold digger. Kate smiled broadly. “You mean since he hit eight figures.”

Justin watched her carefully. “That’s the bottom line, isn’t it?”

Kate sighed. Now she understood why Michael had harped on the money angle. “Just between you and me, I’m not marrying Michael for his millions,” she whispered. “I’m marrying him for his potential.”

Justin wrinkled his brow in confusion. “Financial potential?”

Kate shook her head. “No. This is related to cookies.”

He looked at her as if she were crazy and she decided that was okay. She turned to Dylan. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. It means a lot for you to be here for him.”



Dylan shook her hand and kissed her cheek. “Our honor,” he said and won her heart.

“I ran into someone the three of you might know. I happened to be over near the Granger Home and met a woman named Alisa Jennings.”

“Alisa,” Dylan said, his expression growing intense. “What was she doing?”

“Just paying a little visit to the home. She told me she grew up there. Her mother was the cafeteria manager.”

“The cookie girl,” Justin said. “She used to sneak cookies to us when we had to shovel snow.”

“What were you doing at Granger?” Michael asked quietly.

Too quietly, Kate thought and felt her nerves shake. “Showing Mom the town. Alisa was lovely. She said she’d just moved back here.”

“I thought she was engaged to a politician in Connecticut,” Justin said, then glanced at Dylan. “Didn’t she have a crush on you?”

“Long time ago,” Dylan said, but Kate got the distinct impression there was more beneath the surface.

Kate’s mother clapped her hands together. “Time for the rehearsal. Kate, you go to the back of the chapel, and Michael, come up front. Where’s your bridesmaid, Donna?”

“Right here,” Donna said, rushing in the door. “Sorry I’m late.” She stood beside Kate while Betty issued instructions. “I kept thinking you would come to your senses and cancel,” she whispered.

“Get thee behind me, Satan,” Kate muttered, unable to dodge the enormity of what she was about to do.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Donna asked, concern shadowing her baby face. “You can still back out.”

“It’s not a matter of being sure in the traditional sense. It’s more a matter of trying to make the best choice in an imperfect situation.”

“What a practical attitude. I wonder if the wives of Henry VIII said the same kind of thing,” Donna said slyly.

Kate frowned at her friend. “Michael may be arrogant, but he doesn’t have a guillotine in the basement. Besides, you’re my maid of honor, so you’re supposed to be supporting me, not encouraging me to run away.”

“I’ll encourage you,” she promised. “I’m taking you out on the town after the rehearsal party.”

“You know I can’t drink.”

“You can’t drink, but you can dance,” she said with a sweet smile that brought to mind discarded halos.

“Time for the maid of honor,” her mother said.

Kate swallowed a strangled sound of panic as her father approached her. Donna gave her arm a squeeze and silently mouthed the words, You can still escape.



“Here you go, baby,” Tom Adams said, offering his arm.


It’s still just practice, Kate repeated to herself as she slowly walked up the aisle. She looked into Michael’s eyes and took a deep breath. It would be okay, she told herself. It had to be.

“Dearly beloved,” the minister began, but Kate was too aware of Michael by her side to hear anything else. Her father kissed her cheek and left, then Michael enveloped her hand in his.

“After you repeat your vows, I’ll say you may now kiss the bride and present you—”

Michael swooped down and kissed her. Chuckles followed. “You looked like you were about to faint,” he told her, concern darkening his eyes. “We should have gone to Vegas.”

 

After the small rehearsal party at a local hotel where Kate faked drinking the champagne and smiled through the toasts, Donna whisked her away to a noisy, crowded nightspot.

“Refresh my memory,” Kate said. “Why are we here?”

“This is your last night as a single woman. We’re here to tear the house down. Your assignment is to dance with at least twenty-five men.”

“Twenty-five!”

Ignoring Kate’s protests, Donna glanced around and crooked her finger at a man across the room. “It will make you forget what a huge mistake you’re making. Here’s number one.”

So Kate took to the dance floor and shook and shimmied to everything from disco to rap. Donna was right about one thing. The whole exercise was wonderfully mind-numbing. Around number twenty-one however, physical reality began to intrude. Pregnancy had not made her more energetic, and what Kate really wanted was a cot.

She’d successfully avoided the slow dances, but when a romantic song by Savage Garden began to play, she was tugged into a familiar pair of arms. Kate glanced up at Michael. Her heart leaped. “What are you doing here?”

“Looking out for your welfare,” Michael said in a dark voice. “Will Donna have you dancing on tabletops soon?”

“She’s trying to cheer me up.”

Michael dipped his forehead against hers and slid his hand dangerously low on her hip. “Are you saying you’re not ecstatic to be marrying me tomorrow?” he asked in a velvet voice that indicated his ego wasn’t suffering in the least.

“Your friend thinks I’m marrying you for your money,” she said, annoyed with her attraction to him. She had always been drawn to him when he looked like this, shirt collar unbuttoned, tie loosened, and hair slightly mussed. Too touchable.

“Justin,” Michael said. “He believes marriage is the giant sucking sound in many men’s bank accounts. He’ll never get married.”

“That’s what you said,” Kate reminded him.

“I had other reasons,” he said, backing her into a corner and skimming his lips over her neck. “You don’t look pregnant,” he murmured. “There’s something about me knowing it while no other man in the room has a clue that makes me want you. It’s our little secret,” he said, nudging her mouth up to his and sucking at her lips while his lower body undulated against hers.

Despite her weariness, Kate felt a shot of pure heat. The tips of her breasts grew sensitive to the brush of his chest against her. “Why are you trying to seduce me?”

“It feels a helluva lot better than that blasted wedding rehearsal did. I’m taking you out of here,” he growled and she was too tired to protest when he led her to his car. Kate waved to Donna on her way out the door.

Michael helped her into the car, then slid into the driver’s side and closed the door. He immediately backed his seat away from the steering wheel and pulled her onto his lap.

Surprised, Kate blinked at him. “What is this?”

His eyes looked dark and dangerous. He lifted his hand to her head and slipped his fingers through her hair. “I know what’s been running through your mind since the rehearsal.”

Kate fought a rush of nerves. The man could not read her mind, she told herself. “What do you mean?”

“You’ve been reviewing all the reasons not to marry me.” He released her hair and slid his hand down to cup her chin and rub his finger over her mouth. “Over and over, you’ve been thinking of all the things that make you nervous about me.”

“You don’t make me nervous,” she denied, disliking him for nailing her feelings so accurately.

He leaned close enough to kiss her, close enough to rattle her nerves even further. He found her pulse in her neck with his index finger, then spoke against her lips, “You’re lying. If you keep thinking that way, there’s no way you’ll make it through the wedding tomorrow. You’ve been wallowing in all the bad stuff. Now it’s time for you to think about the good stuff.”

“What good stuff?” she asked, still peeved that he’d cornered her.

“There must be something you like about me, or you wouldn’t have continued to work as my assistant.”

“You pay well.”

He widened the gap between his legs and leaned back slightly, reminding her of his sexuality. “Correction. There must be something you like about me or you wouldn’t have made love to me like a firestorm two and a half months ago. You said you cared about me, remember?”

Weary and edgy, she looked away and remained mute. She didn’t want to contemplate the things about Michael that she found so compelling. She wanted to keep a clear head, and that wasn’t easy sitting on his lap.

“Okay,” he said, leaning his head back against the head rest. “I can wait all night.”

“This is ridiculous,” she said. “We both need to get our sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a big day.”

“So give me your list,” he said in a patient tone that grated on her because her insides were the exact polar opposite of patience.

Kate sighed. “This is crazy.”

“Call me crazy, then tell me ten things about me that make you want me.”

“Ten!”

“Twenty,” he said, ever the negotiator.

“You haven’t given me a list of ten things you like about me. Why should I give you a list of ten things I like about you?”

“Because you have cold feet. I don’t.”

“You are a major pain.”

“That doesn’t count,” he said, the corner of his mouth lifting in an almost-grin that was entirely too sexy.

“Okay,” she said. “I like your eyelashes. I like it when you unbutton your shirt and loosen your tie. I like how protective you are of the company. I like it that you made a donation to the unwed teenage mother’s home even though you don’t want to admit it to me. I like it and don’t like it when you look at me like I’m the only other person in the world. You overdo it,” she warned him, “but I like it that you’re protective of Cupcake. I like it when you whisper in my ear and tell me secrets about you. I like it when you stop using your mouth to tell me about your financial statement and kiss me.”

His eyes were dark, intent and seductive. He sat there projecting cool, but his gaze was watchful. “That’s only eight.”

Kate looked into his topaz eyes and felt as if she were taking a free fall. Having Michael’s intently undivided attention for these moments was more potent than three triple margaritas.

Unable to resist a chance to get under his skin, she leaned closer to him. “Most of all though, what I really like is your great big sexy—”












Seven








M
ichael’s eyes watched her the same way a tiger’s would just before he pounced. “Yes?” he prompted.

“Your great big sexy brain,” she told him boldly.

His lips twitched. “I wasn’t expecting that,” he said.

“I’m sure you weren’t,” she said wryly. “Even though I don’t agree with all your thoughts,” she quickly added, lest his head grow too large to fit in the car, “I have always been fascinated by the way you think.”

He rubbed his index finger over her ring finger, over the ring he’d bought her, then twined his fingers through hers. The gesture was oddly sensual and made her feel warm all over.

“And number ten?” he prompted.

Kate thought about the other big reason that made her want Michael and decided to keep that stored in her heart. “Number ten is a secret.”

He pulled her mouth to his and took her lips in a kiss that knocked the breath out of her. “That’s not satisfactory.”

She shook her head to clear it. “Sorry, Mr. Boss, you have a bunch of secrets. Number ten is my little secret.”

“I’m going to know all your secrets, Kate,” he told her pressing his mouth to her throat. “But tomorrow when you’re walking down the aisle, and you’re starting to wonder and doubt, think about reason number nine. Think about reason number ten.”

She shuddered at the sensation he aroused in her. He slid one of his hands above her knee and traced the skin of her thigh with his fingers.

“I’ll know what makes you so hot you burn,” he said, kissing her jaw while his hand drew dangerously close to the tops of her thighs. “Do you have any idea what it does to me to watch you dance?” he asked. “To have you on my lap and feel your skin?”

“What?” she asked, needing to know that she affected him at least half as much as he affected her.

But Michael didn’t use words. He used his mouth on hers. Taking her lips in a sensual, yet carnal kiss, he sent a thousand yearnings through her body. He made love to her mouth with his, tasting her, taking her. She could feel his heat, his rising excitement, and an edgy wanting clamored inside her.

He skimmed his hand beneath her blouse to the outer edge of her breast, tempting, but not taking. His thumb glanced near her nipple. His other hand edged beneath the silk of her panties. His fingers stroked her where she was swollen for him.

He swore under his breath. “I want you,” he said. “I want to take you right now in the car.”

The urgency in his voice sent an echo of need slamming through her bloodstream. “If you weren’t pregnant, I would,” he told her, and took her mouth again.

He stroked her femininity as if it were the petals of a rose, and Kate had the wicked urge to strip off her clothes and do her own share of taking. But Michael was turning her to pure liquid beneath his hands and mouth. It was as if since he couldn’t take her one way, he would claim her in another. Gently, he slid his finger inside her.

Kate moaned, feeling the urgency inside her turn into a coil of frenzy.

“Tomorrow will be different,” he promised. “Tomorrow I will touch and taste every part of you. Tomorrow,” he said, his voice dark with desire and something more, “you won’t wonder anymore.”

Kate felt the ripple of release rip through her, leaving her breathless.

Michael swore under his breath. “You have no idea how sexy you are, no idea how much I want you. And tomorrow,” he promised, his eyes shining with topaz determination, “you’ll be mine.”

 

In a small room off to the side of the chapel’s sanctuary, Michael adjusted his tie. The dark wooden room held a wall of reference books, a small table and chairs, a kneeling bench and a window. The kneeling bench was obviously for people who prayed, and Michael hadn’t ever been big on praying. Instead, he stared out at the late spring morning. Although he was calm, he felt the faintest edge of discomfort. It wasn’t nerves, more a feeling a claustrophobia. Accustomed to being alone, he took his privacy for granted, but lately his solitude had been breached. Between Kate’s well-intentioned but ever-present parents, her cat, her friends and calls from ex-boyfriends, his privacy had been invaded.

In an odd way, his aloneness had grown reassuring to Michael. It meant he could make it alone, that he didn’t need anyone else to survive. That was vital to him. He wasn’t sure how he would keep himself centered in his solitude once he married Kate, but it was a requirement.

The door behind him opened.

“Michael…?”

Michael turned to face his prospective father-in-law, also dressed in a black tux. Tom Adams was a big, barrel-chested man with an affable air and shrewd eyes. “If this is about the bar bill from last night, I’ve already covered it and don’t want to be reimbursed.”

Tom chuckled and shook his head. “No.” He gave Michael a measuring glance and his expression sobered. “There are some things a father discusses with his son on his wedding day. Since your father isn’t around, I thought I’d step in.”

A tinge of the bitterness he’d avoided his entire life sneaked through his blood. “I’ve done fine without my father’s presence in my life.”

Tom raised his eyebrows and nodded slowly as if he knew some secret that Michael didn’t. “Maybe,” he said. “But you’re taking a big step today, and you’re taking it with my daughter. If you mistreat her, I don’t care how many millions you have, there’ll be hell to pay.”

“I won’t mistreat Kate. I’ll take care of her.”

Tom shot him a wry look. “Good luck. She’s got an independent streak a mile wide. But that’s another subject. What I want to tell you is something very basic. The common belief about marriage is that it’s a fifty-fifty proposition. I’m here to tell you that’s a myth. If you go into this with the idea that you’ll give fifty percent and Kate will give fifty percent, you’ll fall far short of one hundred. I’ve been married for a lot of years to a fine woman, but I’m telling you, Michael, when it comes to giving in a marriage, it takes one hundred and ten percent.”

Michael often thought in terms of negotiation, so he balked at the idea of giving up that much of anything right off the bat. “I don’t doubt your experience, Mr. Adams, but if you add fifty and fifty, you get one hundred. That would seem more than enough for me.”

Mr. Adams gave him a pitying glance. “It’s a strange rule, son, but anything under a hundred will get you in the doghouse. You give a hundred and ten and your return will double.”

A knock sounded on the door and Justin Langdon rushed in pulling at his collar. “The preacher said it’s about time to roll.” He nodded toward Kate’s father. “Mr. Adams.”

Tom gave Michael one last hard look. “Remember what I said.”

“One hundred and ten percent,” Michael said, out of respect.

Tom shook his head. “No, remember…there’ll be hell to pay,” he said and left the room.

Justin glanced at Michael. “Daddy didn’t look happy. Does he know you knocked up his little girl?”



“No,” Michael said, “and he’s not going to know either because that would be unconfirmed information. Right, Justin?”

Justin sighed. “Yeah. You sure you don’t want to back out? There’s still time.”

“I’m not backing out.”

“Nagging wife, screaming kid,” Justin said.

“Regular sex and saving a kid from my childhood.”

Justin grew thoughtful. “Okay, but you did get her to sign a pre-nup, didn’t you?”

Silence followed. Alarm crossed Justin’s face. “Man, tell me you got her to sign a pre-nup.”

“Justin, I’m going into this with my head and instincts, and both of those have served me well.”

Justin made a moaning sound as the minister poked his head in the door. “Would you join me for a word of prayer before the ceremony?”

“Better make that prayer without ceasing,” Justin whispered. “You’re gonna need it. You might as well be playing the Super Bowl without a cup.”

“I don’t know how much more of your support I can stand,” Michael muttered, and shook hands with the minister.

 

In a room behind the foyer of the chapel, Betty Adams adjusted Kate’s veil for the sixth time. “Mom,” Kate said, fighting her own nerves, “the veil is fine.”

Betty dabbed at her nose with her tissue. “Oh, you’re just so beautiful. I’ve been planning this day since you were born.”


Not exactly this way, Kate thought, but smiled instead. “You’ve done a terrific job in such a short time. Thank you, Mom.”

Betty, dressed in a filmy aqua mother-of-the-bride dress, waved the praise aside. “It was nothing, but there is something else I must tell you.”

Kate felt the knot in her stomach tighten. She hoped her mother couldn’t tell that Michael didn’t love her.

Her mother patted her hand. “Now I know you’re all grown up, but I’ve been married to your father a very long time. Katie, when it comes to marriage, giving anything less than one hundred and ten percent just won’t do. If you want to have a happy marriage, you can’t hold back. You have to give it your all. Remember that because I want you to be happy.” Betty sniffed, then her eyes gleamed. “And if Michael Hawkins ever hurts you or mistreats you, he will have to answer to me.”

Kate glanced down at her five-foot mother and felt a combination of amusement and tenderness. She smiled. “I’m sure he’d rather face down a lion.”

“Darn straight.”

A knock sounded at the door and Donna peeked inside. “Show time,” she said.

Kate felt a riot of butterflies in her stomach. Betty gave her a hug, then quickly scooted away.



“You can still back out,” Donna told her.

“I’m not going to back out. I’m getting married.”

“I know that’s what’s on the schedule, but I just want to remind you that you can still change things. Nothing’s irrevocable right now.”

Kate slid her hand over her abdomen. “That’s not quite true.”

“Point taken, but I still think Paris is a terrific alternative.”

“Donna,” Kate said as she moved toward the door.

“What?”

“Shut up and hold my bouquet.” Kate watched her father walk toward her and she felt a jolt of terror. She lifted her lips in what she hoped was a smile. “Hi Daddy.”

“Hi darlin’. Here’s your big moment,” he said in a choked-up voice, and Kate felt like a fraud. She thought of her parents’ loving marriage. In comparison, this was a sham. Her stomach turned. She was doing this for Cupcake, she reminded herself, and slid her hand through the crook of her father’s arm.

As she walked through the entryway of the chapel, she immediately saw Michael. He looked sure, but distant, she thought and felt another tremor of nerves. What if this didn’t work? What if she ended up loving him and he never loved her? Kate’s heart wrenched. “Number ten,” she said to herself. “Cookies,” she said, remembering the generosity of the boy Michael had once been.

“Are you okay, sweetheart?” her father whispered.

Kate nodded. Cookies.

She finally reached Michael’s side and her father placed her hand in Michael’s. After that, the ceremony turned surreal. The minister spoke briefly, she and Michael repeated their vows, and suddenly the minister announced, “I now pronounce you man and wife.”

Michael kissed her long enough for her to feel the impact of him, then said in a tone intended for her ears only, “It’s almost over.”

Hugs and best wishes from family and friends followed at the reception. Kate felt like a windup doll that was running down. Michael must have sensed when her composure began to fray. Under the guise of an eager groom, he whisked her away from the reception to their hotel suite.

As soon as he shut the door, she began to tremble from the events of the day. Embarrassed, she sank down on a chair before her knees gave out. She alternated between the overwhelming urge to cry and numbness.

Michael silently looked at her, disappeared into the bathroom for a second and she heard the jets of a shower. Michael returned and headed straight for her. “You look whiter than that dress,” he said, kneeling down to tug off her shoes. “Stand,” he instructed.

“What are you—?”

“Just do what I say,” he said, and, as soon as she stood, he unzipped the back of her dress.

Shock raced through her. “What—”

In one sweeping movement, he pushed down the dress and slip, then tugged down her stockings. Her face flaming from her sudden partial nudity, she stuttered. “I—I—”

Before she knew it, he’d unsnapped her bra and lifted her off the floor. He carried her to the double shower and gently nudged her inside.

Kate stood in front of the water too stunned to move. Seconds passed and Michael, naked, joined her. Sliding his hands over her shoulders, he pushed her under the spray.

She shook her head. “What are you doing?” she demanded.

“You were locking up,” he told her.

“I hate the pretending,” she said, slowly taking in the strength and warmth of his body. Something real and warm on a day that had felt unreal and cold. Rivulets of water turned his muscular arms shiny and plastered the spray of chest hair downward. Her gaze traveled to his abdomen and further—to his hard thighs and potent masculinity. He was now her husband.

“No more pretending.” He dipped his head to her chest and slid his tongue over the top of her breast.

Kate shuddered and lifted her hands, needing to hold on to his shoulders. He looked down at her, water droplets clinging to his dark eyelashes. “Let’s seal the deal,” he said, his sensual tone at odds with the businesslike words. He took her mouth in an endless claiming kiss as the water showered down on them.

Her nipples glanced his chest and she was all too aware of the swollen bulge against her abdomen. Kate’s temperature suddenly shot up. She needed the end of pretending. She wanted to feel.

He continued to eat at her mouth while his fingers traveled with abandon over her slippery skin. He touched her shoulders, then her breasts. He plucked at her tender nipples and skimmed his hands down to her abdomen, rubbing as if her pregnancy was already showing. Then he moved his hands lower between her thighs, caressing and pleasuring her with his fingers.

A flush of heat stole over her body at the sensations he created. He made her want so much, ache so powerfully. She kissed him with the same urgency he created inside her. Her hands grew restless and she savored the sensation of the wet skin of his chest and abdomen, and lower.

He gave a rough growl of approval that rippled throughout her nerve endings. “I want you in every way,” he said and moved his mouth down her body. As if he’d been denied too long, he consumed her. He took her breast in his mouth, suckled her hardened nipple, and she sensed he couldn’t get enough. He treated her other breast to the same carnal pleasure, then skimmed his tongue down her abdomen.

Kate held her breath in suspended anticipation as she felt his seductive tongue trace a path of liquid fire over her skin. Dropping to a knee, he rubbed his cheek against her tummy and thigh, and took her intimately with his mouth. He stroked her sensitive, swollen femininity with his wicked tongue, taking her over the edge until her knees began to buckle.

Michael caught her before she fell, slowly rising up her body at the same time that he moved his hands up her legs to her waist. His eyes dark with primitive need, he pressed her back against the cool tile of the shower wall. “Hang on,” he said and urged her legs around his waist.

His gaze holding her and claiming her with the same insistence as his body, he eased her down on his hardness with a slow, sure thrust.

Everything about him, his body, his gaze, said you are mine. “Oh, Kate,” he muttered. “You feel so good.”

Sucking in a deep breath, he pumped inside her, erotically massaging her femininity with each stroke. Kate felt the rush of her climax like a landslide roaring through her. She stiffened, clenching around him.

He swore and through the haze of her own peak, she watched his pleasure roll through him. Still holding her tightly, he dipped his head against her shoulder and glanced her bare skin with a kiss.

“Does it feel more real now?” he whispered.

Kate curled her arms around him, inhaling his essence. “Yes.”

 

Two hours later, Kate awakened to the sight of Michael sleeping beside her. She knew it was an unusual sight, because he found the need for sleep a nuisance more than anything else.

Her husband, she thought, and felt her heart race. Waking up to Michael Hawkins was like waking up to a powerful, wild animal in her bed. The dark fringe of eyelashes softened a picture of chiseled angles on his face and a hard, muscular body built for endurance.

Kate wondered what he dreamed. She tentatively lifted her hand toward him to touch his hair.

His eyes flashed open and his hand snaked out to catch her wrist. Her breath caught and she stared into his tiger’s eyes.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Watching you while you sleep,” she said and smiled. “It’s so rare.”

“You weren’t just watching,” he pointed out, drawing her closer.



“I thought about touching your hair,” she said. “Next time I’ll stick to thinking so I don’t wake you up.”

He shook his head slowly, his gaze fastened on hers. “You’re invited to touch,” he said, lifting her hand to his hair.

Her heart turned a flip at the simple gesture. “I also wondered what you dream.”

“Nothing,” he said. “I don’t spend much time sleeping, so I don’t dream much.”

“Maybe,” she said skeptically. Kate had a tough time believing a man who was such a visionary didn’t have dreams. “But you have secrets, and I plan to learn those.”

His gaze turned remote. “Nothing interesting. You don’t need to trouble yourself with my secrets,” he said, then lowered his head. “Besides, this is the night of our marriage. I’ve got plans for you.”

She struggled with a vague feeling of disappointment, but he kissed her and her body grew warm, her bones turned to liquid, and her head began to swim.

 

They shared one night of lovemaking and left the suite the following morning after a champagne brunch conducted primarily in the nude. Kate had to pass on the champagne because it wasn’t good for Cupcake, so Michael served her orange juice in a flute.



She still felt odd in his apartment and added touches from her place to provide some comfort. She looked at a few houses, then nixed the idea when Michael couldn’t join her. She simply didn’t feel ready to make such a big decision without his input. In the meantime, her adjustment to wifedom was rocky. Michael made love to her nearly every night, but he missed dinner with her as often as he joined her. More than one night she’d prepared a meal and he hadn’t arrived home until after nine o’clock. It occurred to her that she’d known his schedule when he’d been her boss, but it hadn’t bothered her too much then. “I didn’t prepare the food, then,” she muttered to herself as she glanced at the clock. “It wasn’t my meal that got cold.”

Michael breezed in the door. “Smells great, but I can’t stay. I’ve got to meet the guys at O’Malley’s.”

“Guys? Excuse me?” She glanced at the chicken parmesan and wondered how he could possibly prefer O’Malley’s.

He brushed a lingering kiss to her lips and pulled his tie loose. “I promised Justin and Dylan I’d meet them two nights ago and forgot. If I don’t show tonight, they might come knocking here, and I don’t want them scaring my new bride.”

“But dinner—”

“—looks great,” he told her. “I’ll eat when I get home. I shouldn’t be long.”

“Okay,” she said, but it didn’t feel okay when he walked out the door and she looked at the uneaten meal on the table. Sighing, she shrugged and put the meal into the refrigerator. She heard a ringing noise, but couldn’t place it. It stopped, then started again. Kate followed the noise to the bedroom and found Michael’s cell phone on the bed.

“Must’ve forgotten it,” she said and picked up.

“Hello?”

A pause followed. “I think I have the wrong number.”

“You probably don’t,” she said quickly. “This is Kate Adams—uh—Hawkins. Michael’s wife,” she said, the reality still foreign to her.

“Bill Reynolds from Legal. I’ve got some urgent news. Could Michael return my call as soon as possible?”

“Yes,” she said, wondering at the worried tone in Bill’s voice. She promptly called O’Malley’s, but there was a baseball game on the bar TV and the noise was so loud neither she nor the bartender could hear each other. Giving up, Kate got in her car and drove to the bar. It took her a few moments to spot Michael and his two friends at the far end of the room. She walked up behind them and overheard Dylan.

“I have to say I’m surprised you’ve lasted this long,” he said. “Your bride was as pale as a sheet and you looked like you were gearing yourself for a marathon.”



“This guy is stuck in the worst way. He didn’t get her to sign a pre-nup,” Justin said.

Dylan looked at Michael as if he’d lost his mind. “Where was your head?”

“That’s obvious,” Justin said. “Michael explained it to me. He said he married her for regular sex and because he’d knocked her up.”

Kate’s stomach gave a vicious twist. She blinked. Justin’s words reverberated in her brain. Regular sex, knocked her up. A dozen emotions raced through her, all of them painful. She thought of the nights they’d shared in Michael’s bed and the nights she’d prepared a meal for her husband and he hadn’t bothered to show. Humiliation crowded her throat. She felt like a fool.

“Hey lady, you’re standing in the middle of the walkway,” a man loudly said.

Kate blinked and stumbled to the side. As if in slow motion, she saw Michael turn around and spot her.

“Kate,” he said, surprise on his face. “What—?”

She wanted to be anywhere but here, anyone but his wife. She thrust his cell phone at him. “You left your cell phone at home. Bill Reynolds from Legal called. He said it’s urgent. Bye,” she said, and raced away, headed anywhere except to Michael Hawkins’s apartment.












Eight








M
ichael slowed his car as he neared the home for unwed teenage mothers. He spotted Kate’s Volkswagen in the small parking lot and something inside him eased. He’d found her and she was at least physically okay.

Parking his car, he grabbed the flowers from the passenger seat, stepped out and slammed the car door behind him. He adjusted his tie and strode toward the building.

Kate hadn’t returned to his apartment last night. Nor had she gone to her old duplex or to Donna’s. Michael had almost called her parents, but Kate’s protectiveness of them had given him pause. He suspected he knew what had made her run. She’d clearly overheard Justin shooting off his mouth.

Seeing her ashen face had caused something inside him to shift. He knew her open affection for him was something precious, and in one moment, he’d lost it. More evidence of the capriciousness of human emotion, he thought cynically.

Although Michael couldn’t blame Kate for her response, he refused to let her go. In his mind and gut, her leaving was not an option. Now he had to convince her.

He climbed the front porch steps and rang the doorbell to the old house. A young, very pregnant woman answered the door. She glanced at the roses in his hand then looked at him quizzically. “Yes?”

“I’m here for my wife,” Michael said. “Kate Hawkins.”

The teen nodded in recognition. “Oh, Kate Adams,” she said, then smiled. “You’ll have to get in line. She’s in the back finishing a tutoring session. This way.”

Michael followed the young woman down a long hallway and saw Kate working with another young, very pregnant woman in front of a computer. He drank in the sight of her, surprised by how much the tension inside him eased. She appeared incredibly focused, yet vulnerable. At first glance, she looked as if she were completely composed. Dressed in a black skirt and blouse, she exuded competence. That was a big part of the reason he’d hired her. Michael looked closer, however, and saw hints of shadows under her eyes, and her smile was strained.

“I like your idea of sending résumés from the home to local companies for the residents to perform off-site computer work. After you complete your list, you can just use mail merge to—”

“You have a visitor, Kate,” Michael’s guide said.

Confusion crossed Kate’s face. “Visitor?”

Her glance fell on him and Michael felt an arctic blast. His stomach sank. This was not going to be easy. “I brought you roses,” he said, stepping forward to offer them to her.

“They’re beautiful,” her student said with a trace of envy.

“Yes, they are,” Kate murmured and set them down. “Would you excuse me for a moment while I talk with—” She broke off as if she were reluctant to call him her husband. “I’ll be right back,” she said, then turned to him. “Outside.”

Coming from a man, those words may have led Michael to expect a bloody brawl. His sense of unease tightened in the back of his throat. But he forced the words out anyway. “I’m sorry,” he said as they stepped out onto the front porch.

Surprise flickered across her face. “For what?”

“For Justin shooting off his mouth and hurting you last night.”



She crossed her arms over her chest. “According to Justin, he was just repeating your words.”

Frustration bucked through him. “Justin was giving me a hard time the day we got married. He’s got even more of a bottom-line mentality than I do. I just gave him some facts about marriage on his level to get him off my back.”

“He was giving you a hard time?” she repeated.

“He thought I shouldn’t marry you and that we should do a pre-nup.”

“Perhaps you should have followed his advice.”

Michael tamped down his anger at her words. “No. I knew marrying you was the right choice, and I sure as hell didn’t need a pre-nup because you’ve made it clear you’re not after my money. Where in hell did you go last night? I checked everywhere, everyone except your parents.”

“I went to a hotel. I needed some time to think.”

“And?”

“And I’m not sure us being married is going to work.”

“I didn’t take you for a quitter.”

Her eyes shot sparks. “You didn’t have your role as a wife reduced to sex and pregnancy. I don’t think you and I share the same ideas about marriage. To put it in your terms, the synergy may not be there. You’ve said that during a merger the policies, purpose and sociology of the two companies need to complement each other and respect each other’s value. I’m afraid we may be way apart.”

Michael felt a trickle of perspiration run down his back. He told himself it was the summer heat, but the injured expression in Kate’s eyes told him he’d lost a lot of ground with her. “Then we’ll negotiate.”

She looked at him askance. “You forget that I’ve seen you negotiate, Michael. For every concession you make, you demand three.”

“We’re going to make this work,” he told her.

“That will take two.”

“What do you want?”

“The impossible,” she muttered under her breath and turned away.

He moved closer to her. “Kate,” he began.

She rounded on him. “You have no idea how humiliating it was for me to hear that. I’ve been knocking myself out trying to fix dinner for you nights when you don’t bother to come home and make a home and life for us. How silly for me to try so hard when all you want is sex and to give your baby a name. I feel like such a fool.”

The hurt emanated from her in waves. “The whole idea of marriage is foreign to me. You’re going to have to tell me what you want. This is not my area of expertise.”

“Women don’t like to have to say everything they want. They want men to—”

“—guess,” Michael interjected. “Often incorrectly. This is too damn important to be guessing, Kate.”

She took a deep breath. “I still don’t know.”

“Quitting after a month?” he asked, challenging her pride.

Kate glowered at him. “I want to have dinner together five or six nights out of seven. I want us to go house-shopping together. Even though we didn’t have anything resembling a courtship, I’d still like to go out on a date. I want you to talk to me. I want you to need—” She broke off and shook her head as if she knew that was impossible. “I want you to let me know you. Really know you.”

Michael didn’t feel itchy until her last request. He’d almost rather trade his company than let anyone fully know him. One thing at a time. “Dinner tonight. Your choice of restaurant.”

“No,” she said.

Surprised and put off, he narrowed his eyes. “Why not?”

“The place you choose says something about you. It’s another way of letting me know you.”

Choosing a restaurant was considerably less painful than spilling his guts. Michael accepted her terms. “Good, I’ll pick you up at the apartment at six-thirty.”

“I don’t know if I’m ready to go back to the apartment,” she said.

“Yes, you are,” he said, backing her against a corner post on the porch. “I may not fit your mold of the ideal husband, but there’s one very important thing I don’t do. I don’t bore you, and I’m betting just about every other man you’ve been involved with has.”

Kate gazed at him silently for a long moment. She wore a don’t-push-me expression and her black outfit hid what he knew—that her body was just beginning to show the signs of the baby she carried. He inhaled her scent. It amazed him how sexy he found her even in this tense sliver of time.

“Okay,” she finally said. “I’ll be at the apartment tonight.”

Something inside him eased and the urge to make love to her pushed and pulled. Reining it in, he lifted her left hand and caressed her ring finger where she still wore the ring he’d given her. He lifted her hand and kissed it. “Tonight, then.”

 

That night, Kate fought her nerves and her hair. She scowled into the mirror. Why had she agreed to this? She should have stayed at the hotel, or at the very least moved back into her duplex. Michael might be fascinating, but he was difficult too, which meant her life would likely be difficult.


And fascinating, the small voice inside her said.

“Oh, shut up,” she muttered. “Listening to you is how I ended up pregnant and married.”

She adjusted the black sheath dress and turned to the side. She didn’t quite look pregnant yet. Just fat, she thought with another scowl. She heard the kitchen door open and jumped, dropping her lipstick. There was no reason for these nerves, she told herself. This may be a first date, but she was married to the guy, for Pete’s sake. She quickly applied the lipstick and left the bathroom.

Michael stood next to the kitchen counter glancing through the mail. He wore a dark sport jacket, white shirt and silk tie, and when he directed his attention from the mail to her, his expression was just this side of predatory. “You look good,” he said. “Ready to go?”

“Yes, thank you,” she said, fighting her awkwardness. “Where are we going?”

“A surprise,” he said with an enigmatic gleam in his eyes and ushered her out the door.

They were quiet during the drive. When he pulled into a parking lot, and she saw the restaurant he’d chosen, she smiled in pleasure. Although she’d never been here, she’d always wanted to come. “The Vineyard,” she said. “I didn’t know this was one of your favorites.”

“It wasn’t. This will be my first visit.”

“How did you find it?”

He hesitated. “I did some research.”

Curious, Kate studied him. “Why do I sense there’s a story here?”

Michael sighed. “Do I have to reveal my sources?”

“Yes.”



“I sent an e-mail to five employees and one friend asking for their top three favorite restaurants along with descriptions. You’ll understand why I chose this one when we get inside.”

As soon as they were led to the table and placed their orders, Kate understood his choice. The restaurant boasted a ceiling of skylights, ficus trees with tiny white lights, and a waterfall in the center. “I love the greenery.”

“I thought you would. I pulled a few strings to get us next to the waterfall,” he said.

“Whose suggestion was this?”

“Dylan’s. He has a busy social life. Lots of different women.”

“You don’t sound envious,” she said.

He looked at her meaningfully. “I’m not.” He pulled out a handful of change and put it in the middle of the table. “Bet you can’t reach that stone on the other side with a coin.”

Challenged and charmed, she took three coins. “What do I get if I can?”

“What do you want?”

She thought for a long moment and felt a strange yearning swell inside her. He was such a dichotomy for her, such a challenge. She feared loving him, and at the same time she couldn’t stay away from him. “I want a story,” she said. “I want you to tell me something about yourself that I don’t already know.”



“Okay,” he said, with the same expression he might wear if she were giving him a tetanus shot.

She took a penny, aimed and missed by inches. She chose a nickel next, aimed and hit it.

“Something tells me there are a few things I don’t know about you,” he said, lifting his brow.

“I was pitcher for the high-school girls’ softball team and played intramurals in college,” she said with a smile. “Pay up.”

“My favorite ice cream is—”

“—raspberry sherbet. You have to do better.”

“I made excellent grades in high school without studying,”

“I could have guessed that,” she said.

He frowned at her. “I graduated number three in my high-school class.”

“That low?” she teased with a cheeky grin.

“Did anyone ever tell you that you’re demanding?”

Remembering what a challenging boss he’d been, she couldn’t contain her smile. “Talk about the pot calling the kettle—”

He lifted his hand to cut her off. “Okay. I wanted to learn to play the guitar when I was a teenager, but couldn’t afford one.”

She paused, trying to imagine Michael as a teenager. She suspected he’d grown up quickly after his mother died. “Very good. Acoustic or electric guitar?”

“Electric,” he said.



“You wanted to be a rock star!” she said, the realization delighting her.

“I did not,” he quickly denied. “Okay, I might have worn an Eric Clapton T-shirt for most of a year, but that was just a stage.”

“Did you play any sports?”

“Basketball in the gym at Granger’s. I kept a part-time job, so I didn’t have time for school team sports.”

“Always a working man,” she said, wondering if some of the same things that had driven him as a teen still drove him now.

“Dinner,” he said, closing the discussion as the waiter delivered the meal.

Kate saw a flicker of relief cross his face. Why, she wondered, did he find it so hard to talk about himself?

After dinner, Michael drove them to his apartment. It had been a long meal and the hour was late. A darkened kitchen and her cat greeted them. She reached for the light switch, but he covered her hand. “Leave it dark.”

Her heart flipped at the hint of sensuality in his tone. She allowed her hand to drop from the switch.

“I haven’t dated much in the last few years,” he said. “But I recall a tradition.”

“What’s that?” she asked, his nearness doing crazy things to her pulse. The darkness blocked everything out of her senses except him, the sound of his voice and his clean, musk scent.

“A good-night kiss,” he said, sliding his arm to her waist and drawing her to him. His lips, firm, yet full, brushed over hers. Side to side, he moved his mouth as if savoring the sensation of her. He was slow, seductive and so gentle it made her chest tighten up with tenderness and longing. He stood so close Kate wondered if he could hear her heart beat.

His tongue slid past her lips, still slowly, inviting her to taste him. He tilted her chin for better access and she couldn’t hold back a soft moan at the sweet richness of the moment.

He continued the kiss as if her mouth absorbed and fascinated him. Spreading his legs, he drew her lower body against his. She felt his swollen arousal, but his mouth was her focus.

With each seductive stroke of his tongue, she felt her breasts grow heavy and a yearning tighten between her thighs. Instinctively, she rubbed against him.

Giving a groan of approval and pleasure, he gently ground her against him. Kate felt her breath slip away. It was so easy for her to want him, to want to feel the power of his arousal, to allow him to take her at the same time she took him. It would be so easy to make love with him now, here in the kitchen, against the wall, or in the bed she shared with him.



Justin’s taunt rang through her mind like an ill-tuned key on a piano. The hurt sliced through her again. She pulled back and dipped her forehead. The sounds of their fast breaths were mingled in the darkness. She felt the tug of unspent passion in her pulse and his.

“You’re remembering what Justin said,” Michael said in a low voice. “Forget it.”

Her heart twisted. “I can’t,” she said. “Not yet. Too soon.”

He gave a ragged sigh.

“You’ve given up your bed enough for me. I’ll take the couch.”

“No,” he said. “We’ll sleep in the same bed.”

“But—”

“It’s where you belong. I’ll wait for you.”

Kate searched the planes of his face in the darkness. “Wait for me to do what?”

He looked at her and his gaze had the impact of a sexual loaded pistol. “For you to want me again.”

 

As if by mutual consent, Kate and Michael stayed busy every night. The following week they took a whirlwind tour of homes for sale and found the house on the seventh night. The two-story brick colonial boasted four bedrooms, a study, a den, formal living and dining room, kitchen with a nook and a surprise sunroom. Kate was pleased to see several young children playing in the neighborhood and Michael had no complaints about the twenty-minute commute.

True to form, Michael didn’t waste time. He signed a contract for the house the same night they found it, then left for the west coast the next morning. Out of consideration for Cupcake, Kate stayed in St. Albans. She’d read that flying and early pregnancy might not be a great combination, so she made a few purchases for the new house.

Every night as she went to sleep, she looked at the pillow beside her and remembered how it had felt to share the bed with Michael. She tried to deny it to herself, but every night she missed him more.

The evening Michael was scheduled to arrive she went to the airport even though they’d agreed he would catch a cab. She watched him disembark and immediately sensed something was wrong. His face was lined with strain and his gaze was focused somewhere out there. She had to call his name twice to get his attention.

“Michael,” she said for the third time, stepping in front of him. “Hello,” she said with a laugh.

He blinked, then glanced from side to side. “Hello,” he murmured. “What are you doing here? Was there an emergency call from the office?”

“No,” she said, growing concerned with his strange attitude. “I wanted to surprise you.”

Then he looked at her and really saw her. He dropped his carry-on and took her in his arms. Kate could have sworn he was seeking some kind of solace. She returned the embrace. “What’s going on?” she asked.

“Not much,” he said, but his tone didn’t echo his words.

She pulled back and searched his face. “I think you’re not telling me something.”

His eyes were hard. “I think this is none of your business.”

Kate stared at him in shock. He was so far from her he might as well still be in California.












Nine








“I
s that everything?” Kate asked, after Michael had loaded the trunk.

The weight of her concerned gaze and determined cheerfulness grated on him. After this trip, however, everything on the planet would grate on him. “Yeah. I’ll drive,” he said, wondering how he could be so damn glad to see her at the same time that he didn’t want to see her at all.

“Oh, no. I’ll drive. You’re tired,” she said, letting herself into the driver’s side of the vehicle. “And cranky.” She smiled a little too brightly. “It’s always been my belief that cranky people don’t belong on the road.”



“That could cover half the population at one time or another,” he said, sliding into the passenger seat and closing the door.

“My point exactly.” She pulled away from the metropolitan airport and pushed a CD into the player. The familiar guitar strains filled the car. Eric Clapton.

Michael took a deep breath and tried to relax.

“Y’know,” she said calmly as she pulled onto a main thoroughfare, “if I weren’t so happy to see you, I’d club you for talking to me that way in the airport.”

Michael did a double take. “What way?” he asked, even though he knew. He was chomping at the bit for a fight.

She shot him a quick glance. “None of my business,” she quoted him.

“It is,” he said grimly, “none of your business.”

Kate’s cheeks turned pink. She jerked the steering wheel to the side and pulled into a gas-station parking lot. She turned on him. “I’m your wife, bozo brain. If something’s bothering you, it sure as hell is my business too.”

She rarely swore, Michael thought, taking in the glorious sight of her anger. Pink cheeks, sparks shooting from her eyes, and tongue primed to rip him to shreds. “Bozo brain?”

“If the shoe fits,” she said, over-emphasizing her consonants. He would have to remember that sign for the future. “Only a bozo wouldn’t tell his wife if something was bothering him.”

“I don’t want you worrying.”

“Cut the bull, Michael. You know as well as I do that you didn’t marry any fragile flower. If I could take three years as your assistant, I can handle whatever happened to you in California.”

“Takeover,” he said, amazed at the instant relief telling her provided. “Only I’m not doing the taking this time. Another company is prepared to make a hostile takeover of CG Enterprises.”

She stared at him silently for a long moment.

He rushed to reassure her. “You don’t need to worry about money. We’re set if I don’t work another day. You and the baby will be—”

She covered his busy mouth with her fingertips. “At this moment, I am much more concerned about you.”

Michael felt his chest swell with the oddest, most disconcerting emotion. He didn’t know what to make of it. He just knew it wasn’t all bad. “I’m okay,” he said. “I have to get together a strategy for how to fight this. It will involve some long hours,” he warned her.

“But not tonight,” she said, and leaned forward to kiss him. “I’m glad you’re home.”

Michael settled back in his seat as she drove toward the apartment. He was ironically uneasy with the ease he felt with her. He trusted her, but he always had. There was something else. After a cross-country flight, he couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but he wasn’t totally comfortable with the situation.

He carried his luggage inside and Parkay greeted him with her customary snarl. He wondered if that cat would ever accept him. He inhaled a heavenly aroma. “What do I smell?”

Kate smiled. “Chocolate chip cookies. I made them this afternoon. Milk or beer?”

“Beer,” he said.

He stowed his luggage in the bedroom, then returned to the den and sank down on the sofa. He started to go through the mail, but she took it from him and handed him a beer and two cookies.

Kate sat down beside him. The silence between them was easy. He wolfed down the cookies, swallowed the beer, and drank in the sight of her. Her blue eyes held secrets he wanted to know. Her hair looked like rich silk, her cheeks glowed, and her mouth looked inviting. It felt as if it had been forever since they’d made love. His gaze traveled down her body. Everything about her seemed more ripe, including her belly.

“You look pregnant.”

“Thank you,” she said, beaming. “Wanna see my belly?” She poked it out at him.

Charmed, he nodded. “Do I get to touch?”

“Yes. Cupcake is moving.”

He felt his gut tighten. He slid his hands up under her blouse. “You felt the baby move?”



She nodded, clearly delighted. “At first I thought it was gas, but it’s the baby. It might be a few more weeks before you can feel the movement.”

Losing his company, knowing his baby was moving. He was hitting both ends of the scale at once. Michael closed his eyes at the dichotomy of emotion. He felt Kate’s fingers on his forehead and wanted more. But he’d made a promise, he reminded himself.

Unwilling to test his ragged control tonight, he stood. “I’m beat. I’ll take the sofa tonight.”

Her eyes met his, seeing possibilities in him he hadn’t known existed. She stood too. “No. You belong in our bed.”

He felt a knot in his stomach. Knowing he could probably persuade her to give him ease in the most sensual sense didn’t mean it would be best in the long run. “Kate, I want you tonight, and I’m fresh out of any Boy Scout chivalry.”

She laced her fingers through his, and even that sensation affected him. “I think you should get ready for bed. There’s something I want to tell you.”

Too tired to argue, he headed for the bathroom and washed the day off himself. When he finished, he looped a towel around his waist and walked through the open door.

With the bedside lamp’s gentle illumination, she sat in the middle of his bed wrapped in a short white filmy nightie that revealed the hint of her dusky nipples and the slight swell of her belly. She reminded him of all the Christmas presents he’d ever wanted and not received. She crooked her finger at him and patted the bed beside her.

He took the dare in her eyes and dropped the towel before he joined her on the bed. “What do you want to tell me?”

“Number ten,” she said, touching his face with one hand, skimming her other palm down his shoulders and chest.

Michael would have traded his soul for her touch. He wasn’t sure his soul was worth much, but it was all he had, save his millions. And Kate, being Kate, wasn’t interested in his millions.

“What is number ten?” he asked, closing his eyes and giving into the pleasure of her slow touch.

“The tenth reason I want you,” she said.

He grinned slightly. “Ah, the secret reason. The one you wouldn’t tell me the night before our wedding.”

“Right,” she said. “The reason that kept me from running.”

“What is it?” he asked, opening his eyes.

“Chocolate chip cookies.”

Confused, he wrinkled his brow. “Chocolate chip cookies,” he echoed, wondering if she was missing a few cookies herself.

“You used to race to the front of the cafeteria line and you always got cookies. But you always gave your cookies to Harold Grimley.”

Stunned, he stared at her. “How did you know that?”

“That’s for another time,” she told him, waving her hand in a dismissing gesture. “Now is the time for me to show you what happens to the man who gave his cookies to Harold Grimley,” she said and kissed him.

She flowed over his body like a soft, sensual shower. She lingered with her mouth on his, then dragged her lips down his throat to his chest. Her combination of tenderness and passion nearly undid him.

She nuzzled his chest and he felt her chiffon-covered breasts against his crotch. Each movement of her body taunted his burgeoning hardness. Michael felt his blood soar through his veins.

Continuing her trail of sensual destruction, she drew her sensitive lips down his abdomen. Now he felt the stiffened peaks of her breasts on his thighs. He was achingly swollen.

“Kate,” he said, trying to warn her. Before he could form another word, she kissed him intimately. All air left his lungs.

She took him into her mouth with mind-blowing strokes from her tongue. Each caress from her tongue pushed him nearer the edge. But it had been too long since he’d had her. He didn’t want to go this way.



He urged her head from him and pulled her upward.

Her eyes dark with passion, she looked at him with sensual confusion. “Why did you stop me?”

“Because I want more of you,” he said and kissed her mouth. The fact that she tasted of his essence made him wild. He quickly discarded her filmy nightie and groaned at the sensation of her naked silky skin against his.

He touched her full breasts, then slid one hand between her thighs. She was already wet and swollen. The knowledge was too much for him. Holding her with an endless kiss, he gently rolled her on her back and plunged inside her.

She gasped, and a sliver of concern raced through him.

“Too rough?” he asked.

She shook her head and rocked her hips so she enclosed him more deeply. “Don’t stop.”

Her openness did something to him emotionally, physically. His restraint ripped in two and he pumped inside her wet, tight femininity. Her ripple of climax sent him into blissful oblivion.

It took a few moments for Michael to regain his faculties. He pulled her against him.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“That’s supposed to be my line.”

Her eyelids lowered, giving her a mysterious look. “Not necessarily.”



“If I ever see Harold Grimley again, I’ll have to thank him.”

Kate laughed and the sound made everything inside him feel lighter. How did she have such a powerful effect on him? Uneasy with the strength of his emotions, he silently held her.

She snuggled closer to him and it occurred to Michael that he could get used to this. He could grow to count on her. Michael knew that would be a mistake. Nothing was forever.

 

Michael turned his attention to the company with a vengeance. Kate understood that the company was like a child to him, but she missed him. Their finest moments seemed to come at night after they made love.

Summer turned to fall and she kept busy managing the move from the apartment to their new home and tutoring the girls at the home for unwed teenage mothers. She told herself that Michael’s business crisis wouldn’t last forever, but she feared another would take its place and she would essentially have an absentee husband. The possibility hurt, but she buried it as best she could.

Her doctor scheduled an appointment for her ultrasound and she invited Michael. She even went so far as to write a note on the refrigerator so he wouldn’t forget.

When she reclined on the examination table and the doctor put cold goop and the ultrasound device on her growing belly, she was by herself. As she watched the screen in fascination, she counted the fingers and toes of her baby. The joy she felt was so great that she almost didn’t need Michael, she told herself.

That night, she followed an impulse and met Donna for dinner at a trendy downtown bistro. “You look glorious,” her friend said with the slightest trace of envy. “If I knew any men who’d make a decent father, I’d be tempted to follow in your footsteps.”

Kate winced and took a sip of herbal tea. “You might not want to do it exactly the same way I did.”

Donna gave Kate a searching glance. “How’s your husband?”

“Busy with the company right now,” she said. “Very busy.”

The waiter delivered their salads and Donna lifted her eyebrows. “How busy?”

“Home late almost every night. He works most weekends.” She pushed a broccoli floret around her plate and confessed, “He missed the ultrasound today.”

“Ah,” Donna said with cool eyes. “The un-husband.”

The unusual term gave Kate pause. “I hadn’t really thought of him that way.”

“But it’s true.”



Kate didn’t want to be disloyal. “He does have a legitimate crisis at work.”

“How long are you going to give him to figure things out?”

Kate’s stomach tightened. “What do you mean how long?”

“I mean if this is impossible, you don’t have to be miserable with him the rest of your life.”

“I’m not miserable,” Kate said, feeling tears threaten. “I just wish he didn’t always seem so far away.”

Donna took a bite of salad and swallowed, then leaned forward. “You haven’t fallen in love with him, have you?”

Kate sat there silently, that small voice inside her screaming yes. Her heart sank. When had it happened? she wondered. Or perhaps, she always had. Not like this, however, she thought. She had not cared for Michael as if he were a part of her before. But now she did. Now, his happiness meant nearly everything to her.

Donna looked at her with sympathy. “Oh, Kate.”

Unwilling to wallow in self-pity, she shook off her sadness and took a deep breath. “I’m okay. This is temporary,” she said firmly, as much for herself as for Donna. She just hoped it was true.

 

Michael was drowning in a sea of paperwork. The VP of Wayland Inc., the company that wanted to acquire CG Enterprises, was known as “the shark.” He devoured the companies Wayland acquired until they bore little resemblance to their original state.

Michael and his legal department were working overtime scrutinizing every word of the offer in order to protect CG and Michael’s staff. One of many bones of contention was a vague clause suggesting the whole company be moved to the west coast.

Michael knew he probably couldn’t stop the takeover. Wayland was too large, with deep pockets, but he’d negotiated enough of these from the other side to know the company being acquired often possessed more leverage than they believed.

The idea of giving up his company turned his stomach, but Michael was determined to look at it from a business angle. It was the only way he could keep a clear head, and too many people were depending on him for him to lose his perspective now.

A knock sounded on his door and he frowned. He’d told the latest assistant to turn away all visitors and callers. Irritated, he turned back to his work. The door opened and he didn’t look up. “I’m busy,” he said.

A long silence followed. “I thought you might like some cookies.”

Michael glanced up to see his wife in the doorway. His chest tightened, and he was filled with a dozen opposing emotions. Lord, what a sight for sore eyes. He tossed his pencil on his desk and stood. “Come in. I thought you were Legal. Those guys are doing a bang-up job, but I’ve had it up to the gills with them today.”

“Getting close?” she asked, walking toward him with a small bag in her hand.

Michael rubbed the back of his neck and shook his head. “Don’t ask. Did I hear you say something about cookies? What have you got in that bag?”

“I’m assuming lunch was coffee.”

“You assume correctly,” he said and looked her over from head to toe. She looked all shiny and polished in a black dress and stockings, yet very pregnant. He felt a strange yearning sensation. Looking at her reminded him how much he’d missed her. They hadn’t made love as often because he’d been gone so much. There was a strained quality between them caused, he knew, by his absence, but he couldn’t change it. Not now, anyway. “You look beautiful,” he told her. “You look more pregnant every day.”

“Which brings me to the bag,” she said, giving it a gentle shake.

“Cookies?”

“And Cupcake,” she said with a lopsided smile.

Curious, he took the bag and looked inside. Beside the cookies something was nestled in tissue paper. He pulled it out and looked at a black-and-white photo in a picture frame. The photo was an ultrasound. The ultrasound he’d missed. Michael swore. “I missed it.” He swore again. “It was a week ago, wasn’t it?”

“Yes,” Kate said.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I did,” she said. “I used several different modalities, including a note on the refrigerator.”

He looked at her calm expression and didn’t know how to respond. “I would have expected anger.”

She glanced away and thought for a moment. “If anything, I was more hurt than angry. But to be brutally honest, I feel pretty lucky. I got to see Cupcake move, and suck on a thumb. I got to count fingers and toes. You’re the one who missed out. I brought you the picture on the off-chance that sometime you’ll look up from your paperwork, and it might make you smile.”

Her words were soft and the gesture sweet, but her honesty ripped at him. It wasn’t his goal to hurt her. “I apologize.”

She gave a slight wince. “Apologize to yourself.”

His chest tightened. She hadn’t seemed so distant from him in a very long time. “Why did you bring the cookies and the photo to the office?”

“To remind you that you are more than CG Enterprises.” She bit her lip and hesitated. “I can’t make you share yourself with me, although God knows I wish I could. I can’t make you want to be with me. For that matter, I can’t make you want me.” She placed her hand over her full abdomen and chuckled. “Especially now. The only thing I can do is remind you every now and then that life is more than work and so are you…and I hope someday you’ll see it too.”

Again her calmness bothered him. He almost preferred her in-your-face demands. She had retreated from him. He moved toward her. “You have this all wrong. I still want you as much as I—”

She shook her head as if she were embarrassed. “I understand,” she said. “I’m big now.”

Michael pulled her into his arms. “Dammit Kate, don’t put words in my mouth. I know what I want and I want you. You being pregnant with my baby just multiplies the feeling. Do you have any clue how sexy it is knowing I helped put that baby in you? If I weren’t afraid of hurting you, I’d show you on that desk right now.”

He kissed her at the same time he deliberately placed his hand on her belly. Roiling with too many emotions, he took her mouth, hard. A moment passed and he felt a trace of wetness on his cheek, then tasted a salty tear. He pulled back and saw the tears on her cheeks, and he had the sinking godawful sense that he was going to lose her.












Ten








T
hree weeks later Michael sat in his office at six o’clock at night. He was nearing the end of negotiations, he could feel it. He just hadn’t quite figured out how to get a little more leverage for CG in this deal. The shark had already made surprising concessions.

The phone rang and he narrowed his eyes at it. He almost chose not to answer it, but thought of Kate. She only had three weeks until her due date and he damn well wasn’t going to miss the birth of their child.

“Hawkins here,” he said.

“Hawkins is supposed to be here,” Kate said.



The pseudo-snooty tone in her voice made him smile. Since the day she’d visited him in his office, there was still a slight uneasiness between them, but it hadn’t stopped him from making love to her. Michael was determined to remind her frequently that she belonged with him.

“I’m nearing the end of this,” he told her.

“Yes, but the end is not going to happen tonight. I need you to come home now,” she said.

His chest tightened. “Is anything wrong?”

“We discussed this. You told me if I need you to come home for any reason all I have to do is ask. I’m asking.”

“I want to know the reason,” Michael said, wondering if he would be making a trip to the hospital tonight.

“You will when you get home,” she told him, and hung up on him.

Michael pulled the receiver away from his ear and stared at it in surprise. The woman had hung up on him. She’d never done that before. Pique warred with worry. He replaced the receiver in the cradle, grabbed his jacket and headed out the door. Providing his wife wasn’t ready to give birth, he planned to have a little discussion about phone etiquette with her as soon as he arrived home.

As he pulled into the driveway of their new home, he noticed the lights on the Christmas tree were illuminated. It gave him a warm feeling knowing Kate was waiting for him, but at the same time he told himself not to count on her. He secretly wondered if she might leave him if he lost the company. He rejected the notion, but a doubt remained, bothering him like a sore tooth.

Pulling into the garage, he stopped and got out. He frowned when he looked through the kitchen door and saw darkness. His trickle of worry turned to a stream. He pushed open the door. “Kate?”

“Surprise!” a group of voices chorused. The light flashed on and Michael gaped at the small group before him. He saw the head of personnel and his wife, two guys from the legal department, Dylan and a redhead, Justin and Kate. It took him a full moment before he remembered it was his birthday. After his mother died, he hadn’t celebrated it much because it fell so close to Christmas.

Kate smiled and stepped forward. “Happy Birthday, Michael.”

“How did you—?”

“You forgot it was your birthday, didn’t you?” Kate asked, shaking her head. “This makes me feel a little better about the ultrasound,” she murmured under her breath.

Justin walked up to join in. “Your wife here looks like she’s about to pop.”

Michael slid his arm around Kate. “Yeah, she looks beautiful.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Kate’s lips twitch. “I’m providing my husband with a tax exemption,” she said, speaking Justin’s language. “By the way, Michael and I have been discussing names and we’re thinking of using yours if it’s a boy.”

Justin’s expression was a mixture of surprise and bewilderment. “Is that so?”

“Yes, we’re also considering you as a candidate for godfather.”

Justin’s eyes grew wide. “Godfather!”

“Yes. Michael said you might be reluctant, but I told him I have this feeling you secretly love children.”

Justin looked like he’d been poleaxed. The sight was so comical Michael couldn’t prevent a chuckle.

Kate glanced up at Michael with a secret gleam in her eye. “Excuse me while I get you something to drink.”

“Godfather,” Justin repeated after she left and cleared his throat. “I may not be the right guy for the job. No offense, Michael, but I don’t like kids. I didn’t even like being a kid when I was one. Maybe Dylan—”

Dylan walked into the conversation, eyeing Justin with suspicion. “Maybe Dylan what?” he interjected.

Justin tugged at his collar. “I was just suggesting some alternatives for the godfather of Kate and Dylan’s baby.”

“Me?” Dylan asked.



“Hey, I took a turn with the best-man thing. It’s your turn now.”

“It can only be my turn to be best man if you get married.”

Justin shook his head adamantly. “Absolutely—”

“Sorry I’m late,” a blond woman said as she entered the room and laid eyes on the three men and the redhead standing next to Justin. Her gaze lingered an extra second on Justin before she looked back at Michael. “Happy birthday.”

Michael frowned, unable to recognize her instantly. There was something familiar about her.

“The cookie girl,” Justin said.

“Alisa Jennings,” Michael said, feeling a pang of nostalgia. “How did—?”

Alisa reached forward and gave him a quick, warm hug. “Your wonderful wife. We met just before your wedding. We performed a little mission impossible work to get some photos of you copied.”

“Photos?” he echoed.

“For the wedding reception,” she said, then laughed. “Just like a guy. You must not even have noticed.”

For the life of him, Michael couldn’t remember seeing pictures at the brief wedding reception. He’d been too busy keeping an eye on Kate to make sure she didn’t run.



Dylan stepped forward and kissed Alisa’s cheek. “I heard you were engaged,” he said smoothly.

She turned cool. “I was,” she said. “I’m not now.” She appeared to glance over his shoulder at the redhead behind him. “Alisa Jennings,” she said. “Lovely dress.”

“Thank you. I’m Vanessa.”

“And you,” Alisa said, turning to Justin. “I hear you’re spinning straw into gold with the stock market.”

“Slight exaggeration,” he assured her in a rare humble moment. “Did you bring any cookies?”

She lifted her hands. “Fresh out.”

“What are you doing in St. Albans?” Michael asked.

“I’m a translator for a company performing a merger with a French company.”

“And your art?” Dylan asked.

She hesitated. “In my spare time,” she said, and Michael noticed she didn’t meet Dylan’s gaze. “I need to thank your wife for inviting me,” she told Michael.

“She’s probably at the bar fixing me a drink.”

Alisa smiled. “You got lucky,” she said and headed for the bar.

“I think I’ll get a drink, too,” Vanessa said.

“Great legs,” Justin said with a sigh after the women left. “I have to say the cookie girl has grown up very nicely.”

Dylan stared after her.



Justin nudged him. “Hey, didn’t you two have a puppy-love thing?”

Dylan nodded. “Teenage crush. We met again briefly while we were in college.”

“Oh really?” Justin said, his tone full of innuendo.

“Can it, stock stud,” Dylan said in a rough voice, surprising Michael.

“Here are the photos,” Alisa called from the other side of the room. “On the buffet.”

Curious, Michael made his way to the buffet. Arranged on top stood a collection of photos of him as a child. An odd assortment of emotions hit him as he studied them. In most of them, he looked lost. He remembered feeling lost and trapped. He remembered how helpless he’d felt when other people made life-changing decisions for him without his consent.

“Cute guy, huh?” Kate said from behind him.

Frowning, he shrugged and turned away. “I guess.”

He felt her studying him. “You surprised me with this,” he said.

“That was the idea,” she said with a mock-solemn nod. “A surprise party.”

“I’ve never done much celebrating on my birthday,” he told her.

“Then I guess we have a lot of making up to do. We can start with the cake. Think about your wish.” She guided him over to the table where the cake was lit with candles. “Wish fast, the candles are melting on the cake.” She turned to the small crowd. “Time to sing.”

Surrounded by friends singing a slightly off-key rendition of the birthday song, Michael stood in front of a cake decorated with white frosting that said Happy Birthday Michael.

He felt incredibly silly. And heaven help him, he felt special. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt this way. He felt almost like that kid he’d seen in those photos on the buffet. Funny how a little surprise birthday party could throw a grown CEO for a loop.

Later, after the guests left and he and Kate had gone to bed, he watched Kate as she slept. Although she was uncomfortable, she tended to fall asleep quickly these days. She just didn’t stay asleep. Restless and unwilling to wake her, he carefully rose from the bed and wandered into the den. He turned on the Christmas tree lights.

Seeing them warmed him. Most everything Kate did to the house seemed to warm him. Everything except the photos. He walked back to the buffet and looked at each of the photos again. They disturbed him. He opened a drawer in the buffet and began to put them away.

“Why don’t you like them?” Kate asked from behind him, catching him by surprise.

He slowly turned. “You walk quietly considering your—”



“—girth?” she supplied wryly.

“I was going to say your stage of pregnancy.”

She walked to his side with a slight waddle that amused him, but he kept that to himself.

“Why don’t you like the photos?”

“I remember how I felt then,” he said, looking at another picture. “Helpless, hopeless, trapped. I hated it.”

“Every minute?”

He shrugged. “A lot of minutes.” He walked toward the Christmas tree and picked up a sprig of mistletoe from an end table. Kate had put it all over the place. She’d said Christmas was for kissing.

He saw her gather the pictures and again walk/waddle toward him. “Not every minute. Look,” she said, lifting up a photo of him shooting a foul shot. “What do you see?”

He glanced at it. “A gangly teenager passing the time in a drafty gym.”

She shook her head. “I see something else. What are you looking at?”

He glanced again, still idly messing with the mistletoe in his hand. “The basket. What else would I be looking at?”

“Look at your eyes, how focused they are. You look like you could shine a laser beam between you and that basket. I bet you made it.”

“Yeah. So?”

“So even then you had incredible focus. That focus is part of the reason you’re so successful today.”

He conceded her point. “Okay.”

“What about this one?” she asked, showing a picture of him holding a certificate for winning the high math award in fourth grade. “Too tough for a smile, but you can still see the pride.” She pulled out the lone picture with his mother. “This is my favorite. See how her arms form a circle of love around you?”

It was strange, but it hurt to look at that picture. “She died and the circle of her arms couldn’t protect me.”

“No, but she gave you something that helped make you the guy who gave Harold Grimley chocolate chip cookies, and the man who donates computers and hires the home for unwed teenage mothers for off-site contract computer work.”

His chest grew tight and achy. Her eyes searched his like that laser she’d mentioned earlier, and he felt it shining a light on his dark soul.

“The reason I like these pictures is they show the makings of the man you’ve become, but I don’t have to leave them out if they bother you. Putting them away won’t take those parts away from you. They just show a few of the reasons I love the boy you were and the man you are.”

Michael felt as if a bomb was going off inside him. He swallowed hard over a lump in his throat. He hadn’t expected a declaration of love from her. He felt unworthy of it.

“Why do you love me? I’m the Tin Man. No heart, remember?”

“I may have had a choice at one time, but I can’t not love you now. When I look at you, I see much more than the Tin Man.” Her eyes grew shiny with unshed tears. “I just hope that someday you’ll feel safe enough with me that you can share all of you with me.”

His chest clenched so tight he could hardly breathe. He pulled her against him and swore. “Kate, I don’t deserve you. But I sure as hell am not giving you up.” Remembering the mistletoe he’d nearly crushed in his hand, he lifted the greenery above her head and kissed her.

 

The following day, Kate felt distracted as she conducted a tutoring session at the home for unwed teenage mothers. She was worried about Michael. His identity was so tied up with the company that she feared what might happen if he lost it. She wasn’t worried about money or him having a job. She was worried about how the takeover was affecting his heart because try as he might to believe he didn’t possess a heart, Kate knew he did.

“Okay, that’s enough,” Kate said to Tina, who was now the mother of a baby boy. “Let’s decorate the tree.”

Tina nodded in agreement. “I brought the ladder and lights down from the attic this morning. Let me go get the ornaments. I’ll be right back.”

Kate walked into the formal living area and approved the tall Fraser fir. Rubbing her lower back, she walked around it, deciding which side should face the window. She carefully got down on her hands and knees and adjusted the tree stand, then slowly rose. She felt the baby move and touched her stomach. The movements always made her smile.

Humming “O Little Town of Bethlehem” she unraveled a string of lights from one of the boxes and laid it out on the floor. She unraveled a second and eyed the ladder. Michael would kill her if she climbed it, but she felt perfectly balanced. A few steps up wouldn’t hurt, she told herself.

Taking one of the strings of lights, she climbed two steps and paused. “Seems sturdy,” she murmured, and climbed two more. Leaning to the side, she looped the strand around the top branches. The sticky branches didn’t immediately cooperate, so she learned a smidge further.

She heard a gasp behind her. “Mrs. Hawkins!” Tina cried.

Kate whipped her head around at the sound of Tina’s distress and lost her perfect balance. She shifted her feet to try to regain her equilibrium, but she slipped and felt her feet fall out from under her. She crashed downward on her side.

Pain immediately seared her.



“Oh, Mrs. Hawkins!” Tina dropped the boxes and rushed to her side. “Are you okay?”

Beads of nervous perspiration formed between her breasts and unbidden fear throbbed in her pulse. Another pain sliced through her. “I don’t know,” she said, trying to gather her composure. “I think I am.” She tried to stand, but the pain kept her on the floor.

“Oh, no,” Tina said, wringing her hands. “I could slap myself for startling you.”

Panic trickled in, but Kate took a careful breath. She felt wet on the back of her dress. “My water broke,” she said, feeling a mixture of relief and anticipation. “It’s my water,” she said, but when she glanced at the back of her dress, it wasn’t water. It was blood.












Eleven








W
ayland’s VP of Acquisitions continued to refuse Michael the autonomy he demanded for CG Enterprises. An assortment of lawyers from both companies and Michael and his own VP were attending the meeting, which had been going for four hours straight.

“We have more resources. We can provide the backing necessary for you to expand at triple the rate you’ve projected,” Stone Davidson, “the shark,” said. “But we can’t give you carte blanche. We have requirements for how the backing is monitored.”

“What you’re saying is that there are strings,” Michael said. “I understand. There are always strings, but if you’re not careful the strings can tangle up a process that’s already working. Strings can also choke the life from a company that’s already profitable.”

Michael looked into Stone Davidson’s hard face and had a revelation. He’d been searching for the leverage and he realized that he was the leverage. Irony flashed through him. “If you want me to remain at CG, you will have to provide greater autonomy. Otherwise you can color me gone.”

The room sat in stunned silence. Stone’s jaw twitched. “I have difficulty believing you would abandon your own company.”

“It wouldn’t be my company anymore.”

Unbelievably, Michael’s assistant du jour chose that very moment to enter the room. He had instructed her not to interrupt him for any reason. He glared at her.

Clearly cowed by him, she darted over to him and handed him a piece of paper, then ran out the door. Michael scanned the note and felt his blood drain from his head. Kate was at the hospital. His heart pounded in his chest and he broke into a sweat. “I have an emergency,” he said, standing. “I have to leave.”

Stone stood, the picture of indignation. “Mr. Hawkins, nobody walks out on negotiations with Wayland.”

Michael didn’t bother to answer; he let his actions do his talking for him. In his mind, he was already at the hospital with Kate.

Driving with grim determination and speed, he made it to the hospital in less than ten minutes. He had no details except that there’d been an accident at the home for unwed teenage mothers. What kind of accident? he wondered. How bad was it? If anything happened to her, he didn’t know what he would do.

He found a nurse familiar with Kate’s situation. Scanning a chart, she wore a guarded expression. “Mrs. Hawkins lost consciousness soon after she arrived. She’d apparently fallen and lost a lot of blood. She was taken into surgery. That’s where she is now. You might prefer to wait in the surgery waiting area upstairs.”


Lost a lot of blood. Michael’s heart stopped. He could barely form the words, “Is she going to be okay?”

“The doctors are doing everything they can.”

“The baby?” he said, hearing his voice crack.

“Was in distress. The prognoses for your wife and baby are uncertain right now,” she reluctantly revealed, her eyes solemn. “I’m sorry we don’t know more. There’s a phone in the surgery waiting area if you need to make any calls.”

Michael blindly walked toward the waiting area. What if he lost Kate? What if he lost Kate and the baby? He’d worked himself into the ground the last six months to protect their future, and what if there was no future?

A wave of hopelessness he’d thought he’d left behind consumed him. This was why he never wanted to count on another human being. This was why he didn’t believe in love. If he truly didn’t possess a heart, though, why did he feel as if he’d been gutted?

If he lost Kate, he would lose every bit of light in his life. He would lose his reason for living. Sinking down on a plastic chair, he leaned forward with his head in his hands. “She has to live,” he whispered.

Raw with fear and grief, Michael called Dylan and left a message on his voice mail. Then, though he’d always been a man with a heavy dose of skepticism about God, he began to pray.

Moments passed like hours, and Michael paced the small waiting room feeling like a caged animal. He had wasted so much time. Now he would give anything for another moment with Kate. In her gentle, persistent way, she’d tried to show him the way she saw him, as a good man. She’d tried to love him, but he hadn’t let her.

Hearing footsteps behind him, he quickly swung around to see Dylan and Justin. Both wore expressions of concern. “I came as soon as I picked up your message,” Dylan said, patting Michael on the back. “Any news?”



Michael shook his head. “The prognoses for both Kate and the baby are uncertain.”

Justin winced. “Sorry, guy. If there’s anything we can do—”

The heavy weight in Michael’s chest grew heavier. “If you’ve got a direct connection with the man upstairs, I could use it now.”

Justin shifted uncomfortably and popped an antacid. “I’ll get you some coffee.”

Michael felt Dylan’s gaze. “Do you know what happened?” Dylan asked.

“She fell. She was helping decorate a Christmas tree,” he said, hearing the catch in his voice and unable to prevent it. He closed his eyes. “Oh, God, I’ve wasted so much time. I’ve been so focused on preventing a takeover I may have missed out on the best thing that ever entered this life.”

Dylan sighed, squeezing Michael’s shoulder again briefly. “You won’t be the first of us to let a woman slip through your fingers. I’m still paying for my stupidity in college, but that’s another story. You might still have a shot at it,” Dylan said with a force that belied his usual casual, careless manner. “If you do, don’t mess it up.”

A nurse dressed in scrubs appeared in the doorway with a baby bundled in a blanket. “Mr. Hawkins, here is your daughter.”

Michael froze. “Daughter?” he repeated.

“Yes,” she said, putting the soft weight of the baby in his hands. “She’s fine.”



Michael stared into his daughter’s tiny face and clenched his body to keep from trembling. “Kate?” he said, unable to keep the desperation from his voice. “What about my wife?”

“The doctors are still working on her. The baby was in better shape than we expected, but the baby usually gets the easy end of the deal with a cesarean section. We’ll call you as soon as your wife is in recovery.”

Almost afraid to hope, he shook his head. “Is she going to be okay?”

The nurse nodded. “It was touch and go when she first arrived, but she must have acted very quickly when she fell.” She glanced at the baby and smiled. “She must have been determined to bring her into the world safely.”

The relief that rushed through him was so powerful it hurt. He looked down at his daughter and saw Kate in her sweet face. A tear streamed down his cheek, and Michael could have sworn that in that moment, he grew a heart.

Before he had time to catch his breath, another nurse appeared in the doorway. “Would you like to see your wife?”

Baby in hands, Michael plowed into Justin as he entered the doorway, splattering coffee on Justin’s shirt. “Sorry,” he said. “Kate’s okay. The baby’s okay. Congratulations,” he said impulsively. “You are co-godfathers.”



“Co-godfathers!” Justin and Dylan said at the same time.

“Why would I want to be a godfather with you?” Justin demanded.

“Because you’re so obsessed with the stock market you probably couldn’t do it by yourself,” Dylan told him.

Hearing his friends’ argument, Michael’s heart grew a millimeter lighter as he walked toward recovery. The moment he saw Kate, his breath stopped. “She’s so pale,” he said to the nurse.

“She lost a lot of blood, but she’s going to be okay. Expect her to be groggy.”

 

Kate heard Michael’s voice as if it were coming from far away. She struggled to get closer to it.

“I’m giving up the company,” he told her. “I walked away from the table. I’ll just start another one if Wayland won’t accept my conditions. You’re too important and I don’t want to miss another minute with you.”


I must be dreaming, she thought, feeling a dull pain in her abdomen.

“Katie, love,” he said, his voice strained. “I wish you would wake up so you could see our little Cupcake.”

Cupcake! The baby. Kate remembered her fall and panic hit her. “The baby,” she murmured, struggling to open her eyes. Her eyelids felt as if someone had put two-hundred-pound weights on them. She finally succeeded and saw Michael holding a bundle of blanket. Her brain was too scrambled to make sense of the images. Why was he holding a blanket?

“Michael.”

He bent toward her. She was astonished to see a tear on his face.

“I love you,” he told her. “You and the baby are the most important things in the world to me.”

Kate closed her eyes. “I’m dreaming.”

Michael gently shook her shoulder. “Don’t go back to sleep. Please stay awake.”

The pleading note in his voice tore at her, and she struggled to open her eyes again.

“I need you,” he said. “I didn’t want to, but I think I always have. Before I even met you, I needed you.”

She looked into his raw, desperate eyes and lost her heart again. “Am I dreaming?”

He shook his head. “No.” He lowered the bundle of blanket, and showed Kate the baby. Their baby.

Her heart soared. “Omigod, it’s Cupcake.” She reached out her fingers to touch her baby’s head.

“She’s okay,” Michael said. “I’ve counted her fingers and toes. You got her here in time.”

Michael set the baby in the bed beside her and took Kate’s hand. “You and the baby are the most important things in the world to me. Never forget it.”



Kate looked into his eyes and saw the awesome focus and commitment she’d seen before for other things, but this time she could see what she had always seen. Michael was no Tin Man. He had the biggest heart in the world. He just had hidden it well. No more, she thought. He finally knew it too.

 

One month later, Kate was giving Michelle Justine Hawkins her bath and telling her a love story. “You’re such a lucky girl. You have a great daddy. Your daddy loves us so much he would give up his big company for us.”

Michelle blew bubbles.

“He tells me he loved me before he even knew me. He tells me I gave him a heart.” Kate sighed and wrapped her precious child in a hooded towel and held her close. “When you grow up, darling, I hope you will find a man who loves you like your daddy loves me.”

“She will,” Michael said, surprising her from the hallway. “She comes from a long line of lovers.”

Kate stood and smiled at him. “What are you doing here?”

Michael kissed her, then took Michelle from her arms. “Since Wayland caved in to my demands, I promoted one of my project directors to VP of Operations. That will free me up a little more.” He glanced down at Michelle as she yawned. “A bath makes her sleepy every time. I’ll put her down.”



He returned in no time and walked with Kate to the couch in the sunroom. He pulled her into his arms and Kate closed her eyes at the sensation of being held by him. It would never get old for her. Since Michelle’s birth, he’d taken more time off from work, and he often came home early. The un-husband had turned into the perfect husband. She almost couldn’t believe how lucky they were.

“Having a VP of Operations is the best professional move I’ve made in a long time,” he said. “But my best move ever was hiring you.” He brushed his lips over hers. “Marrying you.” He deepened the kiss and drew back after several moments. “Loving you,” he finally said.

Kate felt her heart spill over. “The Granger Home for Boys sent us one of their newsletters today.”

“Oh, really?” he said in a disinterested tone that didn’t fool her one bit.

“Yes, it seems a mysterious donor has contributed a fund for a ten-year supply of gourmet chocolate chip cookies for the home’s cafeteria. Gosh,” she said in a mock innocent voice. “I wonder who would make such an eccentric donation.”

“I have no idea.”

She let him keep his little secret since he shared so many of the important ones with her nowadays. She sighed. “Well I would do some pretty amazing things to a man who would give that kind of donation.”



He hesitated. “What amazing things?”

“It would probably involve my mouth,” she said and met his extremely interested gaze, “and every other part of my body.”

He stared at her, his gaze growing warm. “I thought the doctor said—”

“The doctor released me this morning.”

He gave her a look that said come and get me, and her heart turned a flip. “I think you should show me what amazing things you’re thinking.”

Kate loosened his tie and began to unbutton his shirt. “You do?”

He brushed his lips against hers, and the moment, like their lives, was filled with promise. “I do,” he said. “Forever.”
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