






“We’re not together.”



“What if I want to change that?”

She shook her head again. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

He took a step closer. “Well, apparently we have a difference of opinion.”

She lifted a hand to ward him off, and sucked in a breath when her palm came into contact with his bare, heated flesh. He was every bit as solid and warm as he looked, and she wanted—more than anything—to lean closer, to press herself against him, to feel the hard length of his body against hers.

“Zach.” She’d meant to speak his name as a warning; instead it sounded like a plea.

“I just want to kiss you,” he said, and brushed his thumb over the curve of her bottom lip, slowly, sensuously.

“Definitely not a good idea,” she said, all too aware that the breathless tone of her voice contradicted her words.

“Another difference of opinion,” he said easily, and lowered his mouth to hers.











Dear Reader,

“Write what you know” is advice frequently given to writers. So maybe it’s not surprising, considering my legal background, that several of the characters I’ve written have been lawyers.

Paige Wilder, the heroine of The Baby Surprise, is one of those characters. In this story, she is trying to balance the demands of her career with the needs of the baby in her custody. It isn’t a unique struggle and many women juggle not just these conflicting responsibilities but various other duties and obligations every single day.

It’s hard to keep all those balls in the air and, when faced with a similar dilemma, I chose to give up the practice of law and stay home with my kids. Luckily for me, I also found a new career path—writing stories with happy endings!

I hope you enjoy this one.

Best,

Brenda Harlen
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Prologue



Paige Wilder had less than zero experience with kids, but when Olivia Lowell, a friend and coworker at Wainwright, Witmer & Wynne, asked if she would be her birthing coach, she didn’t know how to say no to the single-mother-to-be. And despite her initial apprehension, the event of Emma’s birth was the singular most amazing experience of Paige’s entire life.

So when, several months later, Olivia asked her to watch the baby overnight, Paige had agreed. With both Ashley and Megan—her cousins and two best friends—now in the early stages of pregnancy, she figured it was a good time to get some babysitting experience and that she was up for the challenge.

A decision she was fervently regretting by 5:00 a.m. when she laid Emma in her crib and fell facedown on the narrow bed in Olivia’s guest room. Around midnight, she’d finally set aside the pretrial memorandum she’d been working on and decided to go to sleep. About the same time, the usually-charming infant woke up screaming like a banshee, and she’d repeated the performance almost every hour on the hour since then.

If nothing else, the experience reminded Paige why she’d never thought about having a child of her own. She was simply in awe of any parent who could deal with a crying child through all hours and still manage to get up and go to work the next morning.

As she finally drifted to sleep, she sent up a weary prayer of thanks that this babysitting assignment was only for one night.

 

Three days later, she found out otherwise.

Owen Wynne, the senior partner who had hired her to work at the firm almost six years earlier, set aside the pages from which he’d finished reading and looked across the desk at her.

Paige, still reeling from the shock that her friend had been killed in a car accident, struggled to comprehend the words he had spoken. “But what does that mean?”

“It means that you are now Emma Jane Lowell’s legal guardian,” he said patiently.

“That can’t be right,” she said, her tone tinged with equal parts desperation and disbelief.

Owen frowned. “I’d assumed, when Olivia came to me about drafting her will, that she’d already discussed this with you.”

She could only shake her head.

“Well, then, you’re certainly entitled to deny her request,” he assured her.

And Paige knew what would happen if she did—nine-month-old Emma would end up in the system. It was possible that the baby would be adopted by a wonderful couple and loved as if she was their own. Or she might bounce from one foster home to another until she’d reached an age where the state was no longer concerned with her care.

Either way, Olivia’s daughter would never know anything about her mother; she would never know how much she had been loved.

But still Paige hesitated. “I don’t know anything about kids.”

“Neither did I, when I first became a father,” Owen admitted.

“What about Emma’s father?” she asked, clearly grasping. “Are you sure Olivia never mentioned his name?”

“Not to me.”

Not to Paige, either, other than to insist that she’d had no contact with him since she’d told him she was pregnant. Her friend had always been a private person, but Paige had worried that, in this instance, she’d been so tight-lipped because the man already had a family.

“You don’t have to make a final decision today,” Owen told her.

Except that the decision had been made for her when Olivia named Paige as her daughter’s legal guardian. Why Olivia had chosen her would probably always be a mystery, but she couldn’t disregard her friend’s final wishes.

“Yes, I do,” she said. “I want this settled, for Emma’s sake.”

Paige wanted to ensure that Olivia’s baby had the kind of stable childhood that she herself had never known.

But when the papers were signed and she walked out of Owen’s office with Emma in her arms, she felt anything but settled. And she couldn’t shake the feeling that even the best-laid plans could go awry.








Chapter One



Five months later

As a little girl, Paige had never really felt as if she had a home, as if there was anywhere she truly belonged. Growing up as the only child of a divorced Army colonel, she’d left too many homes and too many friends to count, an experience that had taught her early on not to get too attached to anyplace or anyone.

When she was fifteen, her father had decided that Paige was too much trouble to keep with him and had sent her to live with his sister and her family. Even then, Paige had mostly kept to herself. In fact, for the first six months she’d refused to put her clothes in the dresser of the room she’d been told was her own, certain she would need to pack up and leave again as soon as she felt settled.

But six months had turned into a year and then two, and Paige found herself growing close to Ashley and Megan, the two sisters who were her cousins and now also her best friends.

Still, her aunt’s residence had never felt like home so much as a house that she was visiting. Even when Paige moved into her own condo in Syracuse, it was little more than a place to store her belongings and lay her head. But there was a house on Chetwood Street in Pinehurst, New York, that Ashley and Megan had purchased a few years earlier, and Paige felt more at home there than anywhere else she’d ever lived. So maybe it wasn’t surprising that it was where she went when her life fell apart.

She had called both of her cousins to let them know that she wanted to come home for a while and to make sure they didn’t mind if she stayed at the currently empty house. Megan had been the first to move out, when she’d married Gage Richmond the previous year, followed by Ashley, who had vacated the premises only a month ago, after her wedding to Cameron Turcotte. The sisters had decided to list the house for sale but hadn’t yet taken any steps in that direction, so Paige had proposed that she rent the property for the summer.

She really wasn’t sure how long she intended to stay. Her career as a family-law attorney usually kept her too busy to allow for anything more than a long weekend, and even then she usually worked extra hours both before and after in order to make up for the time away from her office. As for an actual vacation, she honestly couldn’t remember the last time she’d taken one, although she had taken more than the occasional day here and there over the past five months—a fact that had not gone unnoticed by the partners who were now concerned about her apparent lack of commitment to her clients and the firm.

It was the reason for this hiatus, which came with the recommendation that she take the time to think about what she wanted for her future. As if having full-time care of a fourteen-month-old baby allowed one time to think.

At first she’d been so shocked by the suggestion that she hadn’t known what to say or do. Her immediate instinct had been to insist that she wanted what she’d always wanted—a partnership at the firm. It was what she’d been working toward for the past half-dozen years. But when she’d picked Emma up from the sitter after work, she’d accepted that a lot had changed in the past five months, that taking care of Emma had changed her.

And if it really came down to a choice between having her name stenciled on the wall behind the reception desk at Wainwright, Witmer & Wynne or providing an orphaned little girl with some semblance of family, well, there really wasn’t a choice to be made. Because she loved that little girl with her whole heart.

That realization had been a simple one, but it was followed by some tough questions. Most notably, if she chose at this point in her life to walk away from the career she had only recently started to build, where would she go? What would she do?

It was these concerns that had directed her toward Pinehurst, New York.

Unfortunately, almost a week later, she still wasn’t any closer to figuring out if she could balance her professional obligations and personal responsibilities, or even if she wanted to.

It was difficult enough to accept that Emma would never know her mother or father, but the demands of Paige’s career required that she leave the child with a babysitter for ten hours a day. Of course, Annabelle was a wonderful caregiver who had been chosen by Olivia to take care of her daughter, but that knowledge did little to alleviate Paige’s feelings of guilt.

These thoughts were weighing on her mind Thursday night when she was startled by a brisk knock on the door. A quick glance at the glowing numbers on the front of the DVD player revealed that it was 8:12 p.m., but because Emma had been fussing for so long and had only just fallen asleep, it felt much later.

She pushed herself up from the chair, careful not to jostle the baby, and hurried toward the door. She’d spoken to both Ashley and Megan earlier in the day and neither had made mention of any plan to stop by, and because both of them had keys to the house, it was safe to assume that someone else was knocking.

Shifting Emma to her other shoulder, she hastily tugged open the door before the uninvited guest could knock again.

She noticed his eyes first. Dark blue, intensely focused and strangely familiar. And when those eyes locked on her, she felt an unexpected surge of heat through her veins, an unwelcome sizzle in her blood.

Then she noticed the uniform, and everything inside of her went cold.

“Are you Paige Wilder?”

His voice was deep and sexy, and she felt that sizzle again. But ignored it.

“I am,” she admitted. “Though I don’t know why my identity would be of any interest to a lieutenant colonel in the United States Air Force.”

His brows lifted, as if he was surprised by her accurate reading of his uniform insignia, and she was struck again not just by the intensity of his gaze, but also the rugged handsomeness of the whole face. His skin was tanned and taut over his sharp cheekbones and strong jaw. His hair was dark and glossy and short. He was well over six feet—probably six-three, she guessed—and his shoulders were broad, his torso long and lean, his legs even longer.

The overall effect was one that any woman could appreciate, and Paige was no exception. Apparently fifteen years as an army brat hadn’t inoculated her against the effect of a handsome man in uniform, but five years as an attorney had taught her the wisdom of looking beneath the surface.

“I’m not here in an official capacity,” he assured her.

“Then why are you here?”

“I’m Zach Crawford—” his gaze shifted to the baby curled up against her chest, then back to her “—Emma’s father.”

 

Emma’s father.

The words echoed in Paige’s mind, the implications sweeping through her with the chilling intensity of a bitter winter wind, numbing everything inside of her despite the warmth of the late-May evening. She instinctively tightened her hold on the baby in her arms and took a step back, away from this stranger’s outrageous claim.

The man standing on the porch interpreted her action as an invitation and moved forward. She shook her head and stood rooted in his path.

“Emma doesn’t have a father,” she told him.

Amusement glinted in those all-too-familiar eyes. Emma’s eyes.

She desperately pushed that thought aside, trying to convince herself that his eyes were simply blue and any perceived resemblance was nothing more than that.

“Are you really that unfamiliar with basic biology, Ms. Wilder?” he asked.

She felt her cheeks heat in response to the unexpected teasing note in his deep voice. “Olivia told me that Emma’s father wasn’t interested in being a father,” she clarified.

“Then she lied,” he said bluntly.

Paige shook her head again. “She named me as Emma’s guardian because she had no other family. Because Emma had no other family.”

“Except that’s not exactly true, either.”


She couldn’t believe it—didn’t want to believe it. Why would Olivia have lied about something like that? And, more importantly, what did this man’s presence here now mean for the little girl sleeping in her arms?

“Look, I can see that this has caught you off guard,” he said. “And I’m sure we both have a lot of questions that, if you let me come in, we could discuss without the neighbors watching.”

A quick glance across the street confirmed that Melanie Quinlan, an attractive young divorcée who made no secret of the fact that she was on the hunt for husband number two, was in her front yard, garden hose in hand to water the flowers she’d just finished planting. Except that her attention was on the uniformed stranger, so she was actually watering her porch rather than the colorful blossoms in the bed in front of it.

Paige lifted her free hand to wave, and the other woman smiled and waved back enthusiastically, not even trying to hide the fact that her attention was riveted to the scene playing out in front of her—or at least on the man who was part of that scene.

“If I said no, would you go away?” Paige asked Zach.

“No.”

She sighed and stepped away from the door. “Just let me put Emma down.”

She wasn’t sure why she thought he might protest, why she thought he might want to hold the child he claimed was his own—or at least take a closer look at her—but she was undeniably relieved when he let her go without a word. She felt his gaze on her, though, the weight of that intense stare heavier than the child in her arms, and wondered why it made her feel all hot and tingly inside.

She worried over that as she carefully laid Emma on her back in the crib and bent to touch her lips to the baby’s soft cheek. She inhaled the scent of baby shampoo and felt tears sting her eyes. She’d started to take this nightly ritual for granted, and now the appearance of a stranger at her door threatened not just this special time she shared with the little girl, but also the whole future she’d envisioned for them together.

She’d never thought about having a child of her own. Even when it was all her friends and family had been talking about, she’d been too busy with her career to spare a single thought to motherhood. But then Emma had come into her life, and suddenly stepping into the role wasn’t a choice but a necessity.

She’d had to make a lot of adjustments when she learned that Olivia had named her as Emma’s guardian, and not with out resistance, at least in the beginning. But it hadn’t taken Paige long to realize that Emma hadn’t just changed her life, she’d enriched it. The little girl’s presence made her think about things she hadn’t thought about before. Playing the part of her guardian made her appreciate what it meant to be a mother when that wasn’t something Paige had ever considered.

But through all of the transitions and adjustments, Paige had never imagined that someday someone might turn up in her life and lay claim to the child, as Zach Crawford had just done.

Olivia had always been stubbornly closemouthed about the man who had fathered her child. It was the only topic about which Paige had ever really argued with her friend. She didn’t care about the identity of the man except insofar as she believed he should bear some responsibility for the child he’d helped create.

She’d been frustrated by Olivia’s stoic determination, but her friend had always maintained that she could do it alone—and she wanted to. She knew that there were people who whispered about her situation—not because she was an unwed mother-to-be but because they knew that having to shoulder the responsibility on her own would limit the professional opportunities available to her. She would no longer be able to schedule late-night meetings or quick out-of-town trips for the convenience of a client, and at Wainwright, Witmer & Wynne, imposing such limitations was akin to career suicide.

The few female partners at the firm had done everything but handstands to prove they deserved to be there. And any woman who happened to be a mother and a lawyer was even more suspect because—God forbid—she might put her family responsibilities ahead of her obligations to the firm. Karen Rosario had waited until she’d made partner to start a family and gave birth to her first baby at age forty-two. And then she hired a live-in nanny to raise the child she’d supposedly wanted so much.

When Paige decided to go into law, she hadn’t considered how difficult it might be to someday balance her career with a family. But she’d thought about it a lot after Olivia told her she was pregnant, and the more she’d thought about it, the angrier she’d become thinking that Olivia was making all of the sacrifices while the man who’d gotten her pregnant—whoever he might be—had simply walked away from his responsibilities.

Maybe it was the lawyer in her, but Paige had wanted to track him down and slap him with a paternity suit to ensure that he at least shared financial responsibility for the baby he’d helped make.

“It’s a lot of responsibility to handle on your own,” Paige said to her friend, cautiously broaching the topic she’d avoided for the past several months because she’d been certain Olivia would tell her about the baby’s father when she was ready. But so far, she’d volunteered nothing. “I know.”

“Are you sure you have to do it alone? Maybe the father—”


“No,” Olivia interrupted quickly. “This has nothing to do with him.”

“You’re an attorney—you know better than that. Whether you like it or not, it’s his baby, too, and that means he has both legal rights and responsibilities.”

“He has enough responsibilities without adding a child—especially one that neither of us planned—into the mix.”

The comment gave her pause, but Paige finally asked, “Is he married?”

She was relieved when Olivia laughed at the question.

“Married? No, he’s not married. And he’s not the kind of guy who would cheat on his wife if he was.”

“But he’s the kind of guy who would abandon the woman who’s pregnant with his child?” she challenged.

Her friend looked away. “Drop it, Paige. Please.”

Because she could tell that Olivia was still hurting, and because she knew better than anyone that a man couldn’t be forced to feel something for a child he didn’t want, she’d dropped it.

And Olivia had never told her anything else about her baby’s father, not even his name, which meant that Paige had a lot of questions for Lieutenant Colonel Zach Crawford.

She headed back downstairs now, determined to get some answers.

 

Zach was still standing in the hallway where she’d left him, his feet shoulder-width apart, his hands clasped behind his back. Paige recognized the military stance but, in conjunction with the uniform, it left her feeling anything but “at ease.”

She moved toward the kitchen, and he fell into step behind her. She’d spent countless hours in this room, usually with Ashley or Megan or both, and she’d never felt as if the space was small. But something about Zach’s presence made her feel…crowded. She was far too aware of him—his impressive height, his obvious strength, his overwhelming masculinity.

She glanced at him as she reached for the empty carafe from the coffeemaker, and she swallowed hard when she found those intense and stunningly blue eyes on her. The tug of attraction came again, and she found herself as annoyed as she was baffled by it.

Of all the times for her body to suddenly decide it had been in stasis for too long, now was not a good one. And even if it had been a good time, Zach Crawford was definitely not a man she should ever find herself attracted to. Not just because of the uniform, but because he had once been intimately involved with one of her best friends.

It occurred to her that the uniform might have been why her friend had never told her about the man who had fathered her child. Because Olivia knew something of Paige’s history with her father, she knew Paige would question her decision to get involved with a man who could never make her or their daughter a priority in his life.

She was considering this as she turned on the tap to fill the carafe. “Do you want coffee?” she asked Zach.

“I’ve been on the go since oh-five-hundred,” he told her. “I would love coffee.”

She’d been up since oh-five-hundred herself—5:00 a.m. to nonmilitary people—and she would have preferred to skip the coffee and sink into her mattress and into the oblivion of sleep as peacefully as Emma had finally done.

But she knew she wouldn’t get any sleep tonight—not until she had some answers to the questions that had been swirling through her brain since Lieutenant Colonel Zach Crawford had spoken the two words that continued to echo in her mind.

Emma’s father.

If it was true, if Lieutenant Colonel Zach Crawford really was the father of Olivia’s baby, that simple fact would change everything.

Paige worried over the possibility as she put a filter in the basket and measured out the grounds.

It was easy to see how Olivia might have been attracted to the man. Over and above the fact that he was six feet three inches of mouth-watering masculinity, he moved with a sense of purpose and carried himself with an aura of command that were as much a part of who he was as those blue, blue eyes.

She reached into the cupboard for two mugs and filled them from the carafe.

“Cream? Sugar?” she asked him.

“Just black, thanks.”

She handed him one of the mugs and added a splash of milk to the other.

He waited until she’d taken a seat at the pub-style table in the dining room, then sat down across from her.

“I understand you worked at Wainwright, Witmer & Wynne with Olivia?” She nodded.

“You were good friends?”

“Since our first year at law school together,” she told him.

“She never mentioned you to me.”

“She never mentioned you to me, either,” she told him. “In fact, she never said anything about Emma’s father.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Nothing at all?”

“The only thing she ever told me, and only when I asked where the baby’s father fit into the picture, was that he wasn’t interested in playing any role in his child’s life.”

He scowled at that. “I might not have been thrilled by the news of her pregnancy, if she’d ever bothered to tell me, but she had to know there was no way in hell I would abandon my child.”

“If Olivia never told you she was pregnant, how did you find out? And how do you know that you are Emma’s father?”

“Well, at this point, I’m not one-hundred-percent certain,” he admitted. “But I have a letter from Olivia that says I am, and I have no reason to disbelieve it.”

“You just said Olivia lied.”

“She lied to you,” he clarified, “if she told you that I didn’t want to know my child. Because the truth is, I didn’t know about the baby. Not until I got home from Afghanistan and found the letter she’d left for me.”

“Olivia died five-and-a-half months ago,” Paige told him, with an ache in her heart that was more for the child who would never know her mother than for the premature end of her friend’s life.

A shadow—grief? regret?—momentarily clouded those stunning blue eyes, but then it passed and he nodded. “I found that out when I went to your law firm to find her. The receptionist told me about the accident.”

“No one knows why she was in New Jersey,” Paige admitted.

He sipped his coffee, then set the mug down again. “I live in Trenton,” he told her. “Or maybe it would be more accurate to say that I have an apartment about five minutes from the base, which is where I sleep when I’m in town.”

“She went…to see you?”

He nodded, confirming another fact that seemed to give credence to his claim of paternity. Of course, Paige wasn’t going to take his word for it, nor was she simply going to hand over a child on the basis of his say-so.

“My landlord told me a young woman stopped by looking for me early in the new year. When he told her I was overseas, she left a letter for me.”

“Do you have the letter?”

He took it out of the inside pocket of his jacket and passed it across the table to her.


Apprehension whispered through her as she picked up the envelope. Her fingers trembled as she lifted the flap and pulled out the single page.


Zach,

I’m sure you’re wondering why you’re hearing from me now, after so much time has passed, especially since I was the one who asked you not to contact me, so I’ll get straight to the point. You have a daughter…










Chapter Two



Paige sucked in a breath, startled to see the words clearly written there, supporting this stranger’s claim to the little girl in her care. She wanted to crumple the letter in her fist, to stuff the paper back in the envelope and tell Zach to take it away, to tell him to go away—far away from Emma. But she forced herself to read on.

When she was done, she refolded the letter and tucked it in the envelope again, then slid it across the table to him. She picked up her half-empty coffee cup then set it down without drinking, her stomach churning.

“With all due respect, I have no intention of giving up custody of Emma just because you showed up on my doorstep with a letter that claims you’re her father.”

“A letter written by her mother,” he pointed out.

She couldn’t be one-hundred-percent sure that Olivia had actually written the letter. In an age of computers and e-mail and text messaging, she honestly didn’t recognize the handwriting as her friend’s. However, why would this man be here now if he didn’t believe it was true?

“Even so, Olivia never identified you as the father on Emma’s birth certificate,” she reminded him.

“Did she name anyone else?”

She ignored his question. “I was Olivia’s birthing coach—I went to prenatal classes with her and I was in the delivery room when Emma was born. And through it all, Olivia never once mentioned your name. And, contrary to what is in that letter, she claimed that Emma’s father knew of the pregnancy but wanted no part of his child.”

“That was the lie,” he said again.

And the contents of the letter he carried certainly bore that out. But she wasn’t ready to give up, she wasn’t ready to have her heart torn out of her chest, and she knew that was what would happen if he took Emma away.

“Still, I think the best course of action right now would be to have a paternity test.”

He frowned into his empty mug, then pushed back his chair to refill it. “Fine,” he said. “How soon can we get that done?”

“I can make some calls tomorrow,” she told him. “But probably not until sometime next week.”

His scowl deepened.

“And you’re going to need a lawyer,” she told him.

“Aren’t you a lawyer?”

“Yes, but I’m not going to represent you.”

“Why in hell do I need representation?”

“Because…” She hesitated, not wanting to give him any ideas about seeking custody if that wasn’t a course of action he’d already considered. Maybe he didn’t want Emma with him—maybe he just wanted to meet the little girl he believed was his daughter. So all she said was, “Because you should make sure you understand all of your rights and responsibilities.”


“I’m aware of my rights and responsibilities,” he assured her. “And I intend to be a father to my daughter.”

Which still didn’t tell her whether he was looking for full custody or standard every-other-weekend noncustodial parent access or occasional visits during his periods of leave.

“For how long?” she asked.

He frowned at the question. “What do you mean?”

“When do you have to report back for duty?”

“July seventh.”

Which was actually longer than she’d expected and still not nearly long enough if he was serious about building a relationship with Emma. “So why are you even here?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, why did you bother to come all this way, feign an interest in being a father to the child you claim is your own, if you’re going to go wheels up again in a few weeks?”

“I’m not feigning an interest,” he said. “And I’ll go wheels up again because that’s my job.”

“And if Emma is your daughter, who will take care of her while you’re doing your job?”

 

Zach was taken aback, not just by Paige’s question—which demonstrated the glaringly obvious fact that he hadn’t thought very far ahead when he’d embarked on this journey—but by the disapproval in her tone.

Okay, so maybe he didn’t have all of the answers. Maybe he didn’t have any of the answers. But he was determined to do the right thing and, as far as he could tell, being a father to his daughter was the right thing.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I’ll make arrangements.”

“You mean day care,” she guessed.

“Didn’t you have her in day care?”

“Olivia had found a babysitter who lives close to the office. It’s a more personal environment than a day care and Emma’s happy there.”

“That’s great,” Zach said. “Except that I live in New Jersey.”

Paige dipped her head, her coppery hair falling forward to hide her face, but not before he saw the tears that filled her eyes.

He silently cursed himself for his insensitivity. Because he knew that as much as he’d been completely blindsided by the news that he had fathered a child, this woman had been just as shocked to find him standing at her door. For the past five-and-a-half months she’d been raising Emma. She’d been responsible for the day-to-day care of his child and, with a few simple words, he’d threatened to destroy the foundation of that relationship.

He impulsively reached across the table and touched a hand to her arm.

She jolted at the unexpected contact. Or maybe she’d been startled by the electricity that suddenly crackled in the air. It had sure as hell startled him.

She looked at him now, and he saw both wariness and awareness in the depths of her dark brown eyes. He’d expected her to have green eyes to go with the red hair. Instead, they were the color of rich, dark chocolate and sinfully tempting. His gaze dipped to her mouth, to lips that were naturally pink and sweetly curved, and he found himself wondering if they would taste as good as they looked.

Whoa—totally inappropriate thought there.

This woman was the legal guardian of his daughter, and it was unlikely he would gain either her trust or sympathy by making a move on her within two hours of meeting her. But he couldn’t deny he was tempted.

Of course, he’d been overseas for the past year and a half and hadn’t been with a woman for even longer than that. In fact, he hadn’t been with anyone since the last weekend he’d spent with Olivia…likely the weekend their daughter had been conceived.

Thinking of Emma reminded him why he was there, and he dropped his hand from Paige’s arm. But the air continued to crackle, the tension continued to build.

“I don’t want us to be adversaries,” he said at last.

“I don’t see how we can be anything else, not if it’s your intention to disrupt Emma’s life.”

“I want to get to know my daughter. How is that disruptive?”

“The disruption will come when you disappear from her life as abruptly as you appeared in it.”

She spoke with such conviction he guessed it was likely that she’d grown up with a father who was a transitory presence, too. He knew he had no hope of defending himself against her personal demons, so he only said, “Maybe we should continue this conversation tomorrow.”

“Why?”

“Because I just got home last night, I read Olivia’s letter this morning, then drove from Trenton to Syracuse to Pinehurst, all the while trying to get my head around the fact that I have a fourteen-month-old child I didn’t know anything about before today.”

“I thought you’d be going back to New Jersey tomorrow, if not sooner.”

“You mean you wished I was.”

She didn’t deny it.

“I’m not going anywhere until we figure this out,” he assured her.

“Unless duty calls,” she guessed.

“I have almost two months.”

But the skepticism in her eyes warned that she knew it was a promise he couldn’t make and confirmed that Paige’s apparent disapproval of his career was about more than the possibility of his deployment interfering with his ability to get to know Emma.

“Then I guess I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said.

“What time is good?”

“Not oh-five-hundred,” she warned.

He smiled. “How about oh-nine-hundred?”

“A much more civilized hour.”

Zach wished her a good-night and made his way to the door.

His first meeting with Paige Wilder hadn’t gone as well as he’d hoped. But nothing had gone quite as he’d expected since his plane had touched down at McGuire Air Force Base twenty-eight hours earlier. From the shocking news revealed by Olivia’s letter to his unexpected and undeniable reaction to Paige Wilder, his life was suddenly FUBAR.

Yet, as he made his way to his SUV, he realized he was whistling and already looking forward to tomorrow.

 

Zach had spotted a couple of hotels on Main Street when he’d driven through town earlier, so he started to retrace his route, figuring he would check into the first one that he came across. He found “Hadfield House—A Bed-and-Breakfast” first. The sign outside promised private baths and hot breakfasts, but Zach only cared that there was an empty bed because he was too exhausted to go much farther.

Thankfully he always traveled with a duffel bag packed with a change of clothes and some basic toiletries—he certainly hadn’t planned on staying overnight. He hadn’t planned on being gone more than a few hours—just long enough to make the trip into Syracuse, talk to Olivia, demand an explanation for the letter and her silence, and try to figure out what the hell they were supposed to do now.

The news that Olivia was dead had been as much a shock as her revelation about the baby. And although he grieved the death of the vibrant young woman, he was also frustrated by the realization that he wouldn’t ever have the opportunity to confront her and demand answers to the questions that crowded his mind.

Early that morning, when he’d read Olivia’s letter—and reread it over and over again, as if doing so might somehow change the words that were written—he’d tried to call her, but both her home and cell numbers were out of service. At the time, he’d been more annoyed than concerned by the realization, but he’d decided that the conversation they needed to have should be face-to-face, and he’d driven to the apartment building she’d lived in while they were dating.

When he got there, he found that her name was no longer on the tenant directory and his inquiries of the landlord only revealed that she no longer lived there. His next stop was the law firm where she worked, and when he walked through the heavy glass doors of the law offices of Wainwright, Witmer & Wynne, he’d been confident that he was getting closer to the answers he sought.

It was the receptionist—Louise Pringle, according to the nameplate on her desk—who’d told him, with tears in her eyes, that Olivia had been killed in a motor-vehicle collision more than five months earlier.

He’d had to swallow around the lump of guilt and regrets that had lodged in his throat before he could ask, “Did she have her baby with her?”

“Oh, no. Paige was babysitting the little angel, and thank the good Lord for that.”

Relief shuddered through his system, assuring him that, although the news about the baby had rocked him to the very core, he wanted a chance to know his child, to be a father to his little girl.

“Paige?” he prompted.

“Paige Wilder. She’s another one of the attorneys here. She has legal custody of Emma now.”

“Is it possible for me to see Ms. Wilder?”


“She’s out of town,” the efficient Louise had said, consulting the schedule on her computer. “But Victoria Lawrence might be able to squeeze you in around two o’clock tomorrow.”

“Thanks, but I really need to see Ms. Wilder,” he had said. “Do you have a number where I could contact her?”

The older woman had started to shake her head, but then she eyed the uniform again and paused. “I really can’t give out that kind of information,” she said. “Maybe if you left your name and number and the reason you want to speak with her, I could contact Paige and ask her to get in touch with you.”

“It’s a personal matter.”

The furrow in her brow deepened, but when she looked up at him again, her eyes suddenly widened. “Oh, I didn’t realize.”

“Didn’t realize?” he prompted.

“You’re Emma’s father.”

Her matter-of-fact assertion had taken him aback. Although he had originally gone to the law offices to see Olivia about that possibility, he’d been completely unprepared to hear a stranger echo his short-term girlfriend’s allegation.

“What makes you say that?” he asked, as wary as he was curious.

“She has your eyes,” Louise told him.

“Crawford blue” was how his mother had always referred to the color that each of her children had inherited from their father.

Although blue was a common eye color, he’d had enough people comment on the unique shade of his to realize that “Crawford blue” was distinctive. But he couldn’t say for certain whether or not Olivia’s child had the same color eyes because she’d been asleep when he arrived at Paige Wilder’s door.

He hadn’t looked at her closely enough to see if there was any other resemblance. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to. He was willing to do the right thing by his child, if Emma was his child, but, if he was honest with himself, he wasn’t sure he was prepared to tackle fatherhood and everything it entailed at this point in his life. He hadn’t thought much about having kids at all, except in the vaguest of terms and somewhere in a still-distant future.

He was thirty-seven years old, long past the age when most of his contemporaries had settled down with a wife and kids. Some of them were even on their second or third wives, which was not a path he had any desire to follow.

But if he’d fathered a child, as Olivia claimed, he would be a father to that child.

And so he’d taken the address Louise had discreetly slipped to him and he’d found Paige Wilder and Emma.

He’d found his daughter.

And seeing the baby in Paige’s arms had absolutely terrified him.

He’d seen and experienced some unbelievable things during his years in the Air Force, all without batting an eye. But the sight of that beautiful little girl, so small and vulnerable and completely dependent, had nearly knocked him on his ass.

 

After Zach left, Paige stood beside Emma’s crib, tears streaming down her cheeks as the truth of the situation sank in. She could try to block Zach Crawford at every turn, she could stall him with all kinds of legal maneuvering, but her efforts would only delay the inevitable. Because she knew too well that the interest of a previously unknown father was a significant change in circumstances that could—and would—successfully challenge her custody decree.

And losing Emma would break her heart.

Why did you do it, Olivia? Why did you lie about Emma’s father?

Of course, her friend couldn’t answer her questions now, and Paige found herself cursing in frustration. And then she felt guilty for cursing a woman who had died so young and so tragically—a woman who had been one of her closest friends and yet, in retrospect, a woman she wasn’t sure she had really known at all.

If I’d known, I would have been prepared for the possibility that Emma’s father might show up someday. Instead, you let me fall in love with this child, never guessing that Zach Crawford might show up and want to take her away.

She had no doubt that was what he planned to do. A man who had risen to the rank of lieutenant colonel was undoubtedly dedicated, honorable and trustworthy—definitely not the type of man to walk away from his own child.

But maybe Emma wasn’t his child. Maybe, despite Olivia’s letter, her friend was mistaken about the baby’s paternity. Because aside from the eye color, she really hadn’t seen any resemblance between Zach and Emma. The man was a complete contrast to the child. He was so solid and strong and—

The mental image was so vivid that her heart actually skipped a beat, and Paige cursed herself for the uncharacteristic weakness. She wasn’t usually the type of woman to get all fluttery and tongue-tied over a handsome man, and letting her imagination run wild with respect to Zach Crawford wasn’t just futile—it was dangerous.

I don’t want us to be adversaries.

But they were, and she needed to remember that and forget that the lieutenant colonel had stirred feelings she hadn’t felt in a very long time.








Chapter Three



Zach didn’t usually dream. Or maybe it would be more accurate to say that he didn’t usually remember his dreams. But when he bolted up in bed early the next morning, the details were fresh in his mind and his heart was pounding hard and fast from the adrenaline that had surged through his system.

He scrubbed his hands over his jaw, blinked away the last remnants of slumber and reminded himself that it had only been a dream.

But it had felt so unbelievably and terrifyingly real.

He was flying an F-22 Raptor in enemy skies when the jet suddenly started to spin. He couldn’t get the plane under control and he was dropping fast. He swore and he prayed, then he reached for the ejection handle.

But he felt no relief when he successfully punched out, only an escalating sense of panic when the parachute failed to deploy. Then he glanced down and saw that there was a baby sitting in his lap. A tiny little girl who looked up at him with wide, trusting blue eyes. And all he could do was hold on to her and fervently pray as they plunged toward the ground.

He pushed himself out of bed and strode toward the bathroom. A quick flick of his wrist had the shower running, and he stripped away his briefs and stepped under the pounding spray, desperate to clear the lingering shadows of the dream from his mind.

He didn’t need a psychiatric assessment to know that learning he was a father had sent his whole world spinning out of control. What worried him more was to think that maybe the dream hadn’t simply been a manifestation of his own fears but an omen—a warning that his sudden appearance in Emma’s life could tear her away from the safety and security of the life she had with her legal guardian.

And suddenly an image of Paige Wilder filled his mind.

The gleaming coppery hair, the dark chocolate-colored eyes and the distinctly feminine curves packed quite a punch. There was no denying that he’d felt an immediate jab of purely sexual attraction the moment she’d opened her door. But it was more than her obvious physical beauty that tugged at him. It was the stubborn tilt of her chin, the determined glint in her eyes and the realization that this woman was as fiercely protective of the little girl who had been placed in her care as a mother bear would be of her cubs.

But Zach wasn’t going to be scared off by anything she said or did because that little girl was his daughter. He was sure of it. And he suspected that Paige was sure of it, too, but she was going to drag things out, hoping that he would have to go wheels up again before anything was resolved.

If that was the case, Paige Wilder was in for a surprise because Zach wasn’t going anywhere without his daughter.

 

Emma was still sound asleep when the sun started to peek over the horizon, but Paige crawled out of bed anyway. Oh-nine-hundred was definitely a more civilized hour, but she knew that the promise of French toast would be enough to summon her cousins for a quick breakfast meeting before Zach arrived.

Ashley was a first-grade teacher who’d never wanted anything more than she’d wanted a family, and in the past year she’d ended her engagement to a cheating fiancé and then married the high-school sweetheart who had moved back to town. Now she was stepmother to his darling little girl and expecting a baby of her own in just about three months. Megan was the vice president of research and development at Richmond Pharmaceuticals, married to the company president’s youngest son and in her ninth month of pregnancy.

The three of them had traditionally met once a month for Sunday brunch and, occasionally, on Friday nights just to hang out together. It used to be that their social gatherings included as much wine as conversation, but that had changed in the past year since first Megan and then Ashley got pregnant and Paige learned she’d been entrusted with custody of Emma.

But the camaraderie they shared and their trust in one another hadn’t changed, and Paige knew they never would. And that was why she’d come home—to be with these women who knew her better than anyone else ever had, who understood her hopes and dreams, and who would understand how confused and conflicted she was feeling right now.

As if on cue, Ashley was at the door with her seven-yearold stepdaughter just as the coffee finished brewing and Emma woke up.

“I hope you don’t mind that I brought Maddie,” she said. “I figured she could help keep Emma busy while we talked and then she and I can leave for school directly from here.”

“Of course I don’t mind,” Paige said because, aside from the fact that she was grateful Ashley was there, she absolutely adored Maddie.


“Do you like French toast?” she asked.

The child’s eyes sparkled as she nodded her head enthusiastically. “I love French toast.”

“Then you get the first piece,” Paige decided, dipping a slice of bread into the egg batter, then dropping it into the hot pan.

Her cousins were the reason she’d come back to Pinehurst when the proverbial rug had been pulled out from beneath her feet. Of course, she’d had no idea then that things were going to get a lot worse before they got better—and she was keeping her fingers crossed that they would get better—but she knew she could count on Ashley and Megan to stand by her and support her whatever she decided to do.

“Mmm, I smell French toast,” Megan said, waddling into the kitchen a few minutes later.

“I promised you breakfast,” Paige reminded her.

“So you did,” Megan agreed. “But you know we would have come even without the bribe.”

Paige nodded, tears stinging her eyes as she slid the spatula under the bread and flipped it in the pan.

And although she knew her cousins had to be curious about the reason for her frantic phone calls last night, they didn’t press her. Instead, they worked around one another in the kitchen—Paige making the toast, Ashley serving it up for the kids, Megan brewing the herbal tea her sister had always preferred while sipping half a cup of coffee generously doctored with milk for the benefit of the baby she was carrying.

When Maddie had finished her breakfast and washed up, she took Emma into the living room to play with her, and the three adults sat down with their plates.

“Is this about the hunky guy Melanie saw you with last night?” Ashley asked.

“When did you see Melanie?” Paige countered.

“What hunky guy?” Megan wanted to know.


“Melanie was walking her dog when Maddie and I were on our way over here. She told me that there was a tall, dark-haired and very handsome man at your door last night and that you invited him inside. But not for very long, she assured me. Just about long enough for a cup of coffee, and then he was on his way again.”

Paige shook her head. “Remind me again why I decided to stay here.”

“Because you wanted to take some time to figure out your future, because you wanted to be closer to Megan and I, and because it’s a great neighborhood where the residents look out for one another.”

“Is that another way of saying ‘spy on one another’?”

“Who cares about the neighborhood?” Megan said. “I want to hear about the hunky man.”

Paige swirled a piece of French toast in syrup, then set her fork down again without eating it. Even the coffee that was as necessary to her system as oxygen in the morning wasn’t sitting comfortably in her stomach, and the breakfast she’d prepared held even less appeal.

“The hunky man is Lieutenant Colonel Zach Crawford of the United States Air Force. He claims—”

She thought she could get through this without any more tears, but the moisture that filled her eyes proved otherwise.

“He claims to be Emma’s father.”

“Emma’s father?” The shock in Ashley’s voice echoed Paige’s initial response to Zach’s announcement. She nodded.

“Did he have any proof?” Megan demanded. As a successful research scientist, she was skeptical of anything that couldn’t be proven.

“He had a letter…from Olivia.”

Megan reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “Olivia named you as Emma’s guardian.”


“I know. But if it turns out that he is her father—” She couldn’t finish the thought.

But she didn’t need to. When Ashley reached for her other hand, she knew that they understood the bond she’d formed with Emma. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t carried the child in her womb or given birth to her—she’d taken prenatal classes with Olivia, coached her through the birth and, after the doctor and the mother, she’d been the first to hold the newborn baby.

Still, it was more than that. It was the realization that when Olivia died, the child had no one. And admittedly, there had been more than a few moments when Paige had cursed her friend for naming her the baby’s guardian, moments when she’d fervently wished Olivia had chosen someone—anyone—else.

But now things were different. They had a routine, and a connection. When Emma cried, Paige instinctively knew whether she was wet or hungry or tired or just wanted to be held. And she’d found that nothing comforted her so much as offering comfort to the baby she’d grown to love as if she were her own.

“If he’d shown up five months ago—heck, maybe even five weeks ago—I might have jumped at the opportunity to turn Emma over to him. But now…I can’t imagine my life without her.”

“You’re the expert on custody matters,” Ashley reminded her. “So all I’ll say is, whatever you need, we’re here for you.”

“Absolutely,” Megan agreed.

Paige knew it was true, and their unwavering support meant the world to her. “Thanks. At this point, I don’t know what I need, what he plans to do. I got the impression that he discovered the letter from Olivia when he got home from an overseas tour, tore off to confront her, found out she’d been killed and that I had custody of the baby, and raced out here without really thinking about what he planned to do when he finally came face-to-face with the child that he believes is his own.”

“Poor man,” Ashley murmured sympathetically. Then her gaze flew to Paige’s. “Not that I’m taking his side. Of course not. I just can’t help thinking that the news must have thrown him for a loop.”

“You mean like when Paige found out she’d been named Emma’s legal guardian?” Megan asked her sister.

Ashley nodded. “But at least Paige knew the baby existed. This guy didn’t even know he’d had a child.”

“If she’s even his baby,” Paige felt compelled to interject.

“You don’t think he is Emma’s father?”

“I don’t know what to think, why Olivia never told anyone about him. Any time I tried to get information about her child’s father, she stonewalled me. And yet, if I believe him, if I believe she wrote the letter he showed me, then she had a change of heart and decided to tell him about the child. She wanted him to be a part of her daughter’s life.”

“What do you want?” Ashley asked gently.

“I want him to have a change of heart—to have woken up this morning and, in the light of day, realize that he’s not ready to take on the responsibility of being a father and just disappear as unexpectedly as he appeared.”

But she knew it wasn’t going to happen.

A fact that was confirmed when Zach’s SUV pulled into the driveway while she was saying goodbye to Ashley and Maddie a few minutes later.

Ashley paused on the step, obviously wanting to hang around and meet him. But Maddie tugged on her hand, a silent reminder that they both had to get to school, and with a last wave, she was gone.

Unfortunately, Megan was still inside. But Paige had invited Zach to come by, so she gestured for him to follow her into the house.

As she was introducing Zach and Megan, she heard the soft slap of the baby’s hands on the ceramic tile floor as she crawled toward the sound of familiar voices. When she rounded the corner and spotted Paige, those big blue eyes lit up and her mouth curved in a wide smile.

Beside her, she heard Zach’s breath catch.

Emma heard it, too, because she looked over at him, then actually scooted back a step. And the little girl, whose exposure to the male species had been limited and who had certainly never met anyone as big and imposing as the man in front of her now, started to cry.

Paige wanted to scoop the child into her arms, to hold her and hug her and promise her that the big scary man would go away and everything was going to be okay. But it was a promise she knew she wouldn’t be able to keep, so she stood motionless, helpless, while Zach squatted beside the teary child.

He murmured softly to her, so softly that Paige couldn’t hear the words that were said. But despite the soothing tone, Emma turned away, tears tracking down her cheeks as she crawled over to where Paige was standing. Grabbing hold of her pant leg, she pulled herself up and hung on, peeking at the stranger from behind the shelter of Paige’s leg.

Zach stood, too, and sighed wearily.

“She’s a little wary of strangers,” Paige told him.

She expected he would again claim that he was her father, but he seemed to understand that even if that was true, he was also a stranger.

“But she warms up quickly,” Megan interjected, as if to reassure Zach. Then she ruffled Emma’s soft curls. “Don’t you, Em?”

The little girl looked up at her and smiled shyly. Then, apparently bored with the adult conversation, she dropped down to the floor again and crawled back to the living room.

“I want to get the paternity test done as soon as possible,” Zach told Paige.

“All right,” she agreed, biting back a more elaborate retort that would have let him know in clear terms that what she wanted was for him to descend into the fiery underworld.

Megan sent her a look that warned her cousin that she knew what evil thoughts were lurking in her mind, then she turned to Zach and asked, “What are you going to do in the meantime?”

“I had originally planned to fly out to California tomorrow, but finding out about Emma changed those plans.”

“Having the responsibility of a child changes everything,” Paige felt compelled to point out.

He nodded. “That’s why I’ve decided to stay in Pinehurst until we’ve established Emma’s paternity.”

He planned to stay in Pinehurst?

Oh, this is not good, Paige thought.

At the same time, Megan said, “That’s great.”

Paige frowned at her, but her cousin refused to meet her gaze.

“Because caring for Emma has been a big responsibility for Paige to tackle on her own,” Megan continued.

“I’ll gladly help in any way that I can,” Zach said.

Paige didn’t need or want his help and the steely-eyed glare she sent in his direction told him so. But he wasn’t looking at her but at Megan, who rewarded his evident compliance with a smile.

“And it would probably help ease Emma’s shyness if she got used to seeing you around,” she continued. “She’s in the living room playing, if you wanted to hang out in there.”

“Do you mind?” he asked Paige, as if her opinion actually mattered.


She forced a smile through gritted teeth. “No. Go ahead.”

Paige waited until Zach had left the room to turn to her cousin. “I can’t believe you just did that.”

“What I just did was ensure that Zach Crawford will see firsthand how good you are with Emma, how much she’s bonded with you, and realize how difficult it would be for her if he tries to take her away,” Megan said.

“So I’m supposed to believe that you did this for me?”

“You know that Ashley and I love that baby, too. Maybe not the way you do, but none of us want to see you lose her.”

“Yet you just invited the enemy to essentially set up camp here.”

“It’s not as if you could force him to leave town before he’s ready, and this paves the way for a cooperative, rather than an adversarial, relationship,” Megan said reasonably.

“If he is Emma’s father, he could take her away from me, so forgive me for not wanting to cooperate with him.”

Megan sighed. “You are one of the most rational people I know, but you’re being completely irrational about this.”

Paige knew it was true, but she wasn’t quite sure how to explain it.

“Something about him just sets off my radar,” she finally admitted.

Her cousin’s eyebrows lifted. “Your I-don’t-trust-this-guy radar? Or your I-don’t-trust-myself-around-this-guy radar?”

Paige frowned.

“Because I may be happily married and eleven months pregnant—” she glanced down at her enormous belly “—but even I couldn’t miss the fact that Zach Crawford is seriously hot.”

“He’s a lieutenant colonel in the United States Air Force.”

“Which, for a lot of women, would only further enhance his appeal. Yummy good looks, perfectly sculpted body, strong moral character and dedication to his country.”

“None of which qualifies him to assume the care of a fourteen-month-old baby, even if she is his daughter.”

Megan nodded slowly. “Now I get it.”

“What do you get?” Paige asked warily.

“That this isn’t about Zach at all.”

“It’s about Emma.”

“Maybe,” her cousin acknowledged. “And maybe it’s about the fact that Colonel Phillip Wilder was a respected military leader but a complete screwup as a father.”

“It’s about Emma,” Paige insisted.

And although there was no disputing that Paige was genuinely concerned about the child’s well-being, it was obvious to both of them that there were more issues to be dealt with than the custody of one little girl.

 

Zach stayed through the morning, just hanging around while Emma played. Sometimes Emma approached Paige, wanting her help with some task or another, and although she cast frequent curious glances in Zach’s direction, the little girl kept a careful distance between herself and the stranger.

To his credit, Zach didn’t push to engage her in play or conversation and he didn’t hover. He just stayed in the background, silently observing. Paige knew it was ridiculous, but she couldn’t help feeling that her every word and her every action were being monitored by the man who claimed to be the little girl’s father.

When it was time for Emma’s lunch, she felt compelled to offer to feed him, too. And he responded with such genuine appreciation, she felt guilty for making the offer so begrudgingly.

They munched on sandwiches while Emma tackled cooked noodles and vegetables with her six teeth.


“She’ll go down for a nap after lunch,” Paige told him, as she cleared their plates away. Hint, hint.

“I guess that’s my cue to head out,” he said.

“I try to use the time when she’s asleep to catch up on e-mail and other business matters.”

“I thought you were on vacation.”

She shook her head. “I’m actually on a leave of absence right now.”

“Why?”

“Because I didn’t realize the firm frowned upon an attorney giving closing arguments in a trial with a baby strapped to her chest in a Snugli.” Not so long ago, she would have been horrified by the thought of putting a baby carrier on over one of her favorite Armani jackets, but almost six months with Emma had changed her perspective—and her priorities.

His lips curved. “Did you really?”

“I didn’t have a choice,” she explained. “The day before, when I picked Emma up from Annabelle’s—that’s her sitter—she warned me that one of the other kids she looks after had been throwing up. So I kept an eye on Emma for any signs of lethargy or fever, but she was fine. Unfortunately, though, Annabelle caught the bug and she called at six o’clock the next morning to tell me that she wouldn’t be able to take Emma that day.”

“This is six o’clock the same morning that you’re due in court?”

Paige nodded. “And I didn’t have a backup plan. Nothing like this had ever happened before. And because no one was available to watch Emma while I went to court, I took her with me.”

“What did the judge think of that?”

“Both the judge and opposing counsel were understanding, and Emma slept through the whole process. Which, by the way, ended with my client maintaining custody of her four kids and her degenerate ex-husband’s access being restricted and subject to supervision.”

“So what was the problem?” Zach wondered.

“The problem came when Emma let it be known that she wasn’t quite so happy at the office,” Paige told him. “And it wasn’t as if I intended to move her playpen beside my desk—I just went in to ask Rebecca to reschedule my appointments and to pick up some files so that I could work at home. But Carson Wainwright was meeting with the CEO of one of our biggest clients, who happens to be the doting grandfather of seven grandkids and who couldn’t help but be drawn away from their meeting in the conference room by the sound of Emma’s crying.”

“And that didn’t go over well with Mr. Wainwright,” he guessed.

“Right again,” Paige agreed. “Of course, he didn’t say anything at the time, but while the CEO was busy cooing over the baby, he was shooting daggers at me across the room. And when Emma was back at Annabelle’s the next morning and I returned to my office, I was summoned into a meeting with all three of the senior partners, who suggested that I needed to rethink my priorities if I expected to have a future at Wainwright, Witmer & Wynne.”

“They threatened to fire you?” Zach sounded as stunned as she had been.

“I don’t think it will come to that,” Paige admitted. “Owen Wynne immediately jumped up, urging everyone not to be too hasty, and suggested that I should take some time to think things through.

“So that’s where I am—trying to figure out whether I can successfully juggle my professional obligations and personal responsibilities—or if I want to.”

“You mean you might leave Wainwright, Winter and…Whatever?”


Her lips curved, just a little. “Wainwright, Witmer and Wynne. And I haven’t made any final decisions yet.”

She lifted a sleepy Emma out of her high chair. He stood up.

“Speaking of decisions, you never said when or where we should have the paternity testing done.”

Emma rubbed her face against Paige’s shoulder.

“I’ve used PDA Labs before,” she told him.

At the lift of his brows, she felt her cheeks flush. “I’m an attorney,” she reminded him. “I’ve had to deal with this issue for several of my clients.”

“So how does it work?”

“We find a doctor to conduct the test, then contact the lab to have them courier a kit to the doctor. Then it’s just a swab of the inside of Emma’s cheek and yours and waiting for the results.”

“Do you know any doctors in town?”

“Cameron Turcotte, my cousin Ashley’s husband, is a doctor.”

He nodded. “How soon can we get it done?”

“I’ll call him and the lab this afternoon.”

He must have sensed her reluctance, because he said, “I would think you’d be as anxious as I am to have the matter of Emma’s paternity settled once and for all.”

Anxious didn’t begin to describe what she was feeling. Her emotions were too intense and conflicted to be so simply categorized.

She felt helpless and scared, but she was also determined. Even if Zach was Emma’s father, Paige didn’t intend to quietly slip out of the little girl’s life. No, she would make sure that any decisions made about the future were made not on the basis of DNA but considering what was best for Emma.

“Except that establishing paternity may only be the beginning,” she warned.








Chapter Four



Zach thought about Paige’s words as he drove back to his room at Hadfield House.

She was right, of course. Confirming Emma’s paternity was only a first step, but neither one of them could really move forward with their plans until that first step had been taken.

Of course, at this point, he really didn’t know what his plans would be, how he could fit a child into his life, but he knew that he would find a way. Because, while Paige insisted that a paternity test was needed to prove that he was Emma’s father, he’d agreed solely to appease her. He didn’t need a cheek swab to confirm what he already knew—Olivia’s little girl was his daughter. And he had no intention of walking away from the child or the responsibilities that being a father entailed.

Maybe he and Olivia hadn’t known everything about one another, but she had to have known that. Although they’d only been dating for a few weeks, they’d spent a lot of time together during that period.

When he’d first read her letter, and her claim that he’d fathered a child, his first instinct had been to deny the possibility. He had never been careless about birth control and he certainly hadn’t been with Olivia. But even as he’d recalled that fact to reassure himself, he’d heard the echo of his father’s voice in the back of his mind: the only birth control that is one-hundred-percent effective is abstinence. If you’re going to play, be prepared to pay.

He’d heard that same warning too many times to count during his teenage years and, although he hadn’t always abstained, he’d always been careful.

Obviously not careful enough.

Okay, so finding out about Emma had definitely been a surprise, but he would never say that she was an accident or a mistake. He believed that everything that happened in life happened for a reason, even if the reason wasn’t readily apparent. He certainly couldn’t fathom any noble purpose for the accident that had not only ended Olivia’s life tragically and prematurely but had also left an innocent child without her mother.

But even after her death, Olivia had ensured that her daughter was taken care of, and although he might wonder why she’d chosen to name Paige Wilder as Emma’s legal guardian, he couldn’t fault her choice. Because what he’d seen in the young attorney’s interactions with the child was a woman who was both attentive and affectionate, who anticipated and responded to the child’s every need. And a woman who had no intention of accepting that he was Emma’s father until he’d jumped through all kinds of hoops.

Well, he would show her that he was more than ready to jump through those hoops and take responsibility for his child. And if he had to spend time in Paige’s company in the process, well, he didn’t think that was going to be much of a hardship.

 

Zach came back the next morning, and the morning after that. He wasn’t obtrusive and he didn’t get in her way, but Paige was all too aware of his presence, of his eyes following her every move, of her own response to him.

She was attracted to him. It was pointless to deny that fact when every nerve ending in her body fairly hummed whenever he was near. It was even more pointless to think that anything could ever come of that attraction when their goals were so diametrically opposed. He wanted to be Emma’s father and she had no intention of letting him take the little girl away from her.

Megan had given her the name of a friend who worked at PDA Labs, and she’d contacted Walter Neville directly to inquire about the DNA testing. He’d promised to send a test kit to Dr. Turcotte’s office right away and assured her that he would give the package priority when it was returned to the lab. He was so willing and helpful that Paige didn’t know how to tell him that she didn’t want the package to be given priority, that she would actually prefer if it disappeared into a crack somewhere in the lab.

She did tell Zach that Cameron would let her know when the package was received so that they could go in for the test. He seemed satisfied with that information, but she knew that he was eager to have the question of paternity settled.

On the fourth day after Zach’s arrival in town, he called in the morning to tell her that he had some errands to run but would stop by after lunch to spend some time with Emma then. But when Paige opened the door after she’d settled the little girl down for her nap, she found Megan on the porch instead.


“This is a surprise,” she said, stepping away from the door so her cousin could enter.

“I hope you don’t mind,” Megan said, waddling in. “I was up a few times in the night with a backache and Gage was threatening to cancel a meeting today to stay home with me, but I told him I would spend the afternoon with you so he didn’t have to do that.”

“I don’t mind at all,” Paige assured her. “In fact, I’m grateful for the company.” And for the buffer that her cousin’s presence would provide when Zach showed up later.

“Is that coffee I smell?” Megan was already moving toward the kitchen.

“Yeah, but I thought you gave it up for your pregnancy.”

“I did, aside from half a cup in the morning,” her cousin agreed. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t drink in the luscious scent.”

Paige smiled. “I can make you a cup of tea.”

“That would be great.” Megan eased herself onto one of the stools at the breakfast counter while Paige filled the kettle and set it on the stove to boil. “Where’s Em?”

“Sleeping.”

“Which means I’m intruding on the only quiet time you have during the day.”

“Sometimes it’s too quiet,” Paige said.

“Has Zach been here already today?”

She shook her head. “He said he wanted to come this afternoon, to go with Emma and I on our daily trek to the park.”

“I know you’re not thrilled with him hanging around,” Megan said, “but you have to applaud his effort. The man is definitely trying.”

“I know he is,” Paige admitted. “And Emma is starting to warm up to him. Yesterday she threw a block at his head.”

Megan’s brows lifted. “That’s warming up?”

“Before that, she completely ignored him.”


“Then I guess that’s warming up,” her cousin agreed.

“But enough about Zach,” Paige said, wanting to talk about anything but the man who seemed to occupy far too many of her thoughts already. “Tell me about this backache that had you up in the night.”

Megan shrugged. “I’ve had twinges for a few days. Which probably isn’t surprising, considering that I’m hauling around an extra twenty-four pounds and I’m three days past my due date.”

Paige smiled as she turned off the kettle and poured water into a mug. Her cousin’s obvious disgruntlement confirmed that she’d expected her baby to pop out precisely on schedule and was none too pleased with the delay. She set a box of lemon cookies in front of the expectant mother along with the tea.

“Didn’t I just say that I’ve put on twenty-four pounds?” Megan demanded, but she was already opening the box.

“You did,” Paige agreed. “But I happen to know that those are the baby’s favorites.”

“Which probably explains twenty-two of those pounds,” her cousin mumbled around a mouthful of cookie.

They chatted and ate cookies while Megan drank her tea and looked longingly at Paige’s cup of coffee. But before her tea was finished, Megan slid off the stool.

“Are you okay?” Paige asked.

Megan shrugged. “I can’t sit for too long, or stand for too long, or do anything without feeling restless and…oh.”

Paige was immediately on her feet and beside her cousin. “Meg—what’s wrong?”

The other woman’s face was pale, her eyes wide. Paige wasn’t sure how it was possible, but her cousin somehow looked both excited…and terrified.

“I think…my water…just broke.”

“Ohmygod.”

Megan just nodded.


Paige’s brain scrambled. She’d been through this before, when Olivia had gone into labor with Emma, but at the moment she couldn’t remember what to say or do. “Okay. Um. What are we supposed to do now?”

“I don’t know about you,” Megan said, sounding fairly calm, “but I’m going to call Gage.”

“Oh. Right. Good idea.” Paige turned to reach for the phone on the counter but stopped when Megan grabbed her arm, hard. “Contraction?”

Her cousin nodded.

“Are you breathing?”

Megan nodded again.

And then, as if Paige wasn’t already frazzled enough, the doorbell rang.

She handed the phone to Megan before she went to answer the door.

“Oh, Zach. I’m sorry, but this really isn’t a good time.”

“But I called this morning and you said—”

“This morning my cousin wasn’t standing in my kitchen in the beginning stages of labor,” she told him. “But now I have to get Emma up from her nap so we can take Megan to the hospital—”

“Or I could stay with her,” Zach offered.

“With Megan?”

He smiled, and even in the midst of all the chaos and confusion, her heart gave a giddy leap. “With Emma.”

“Oh, of course.” But she hesitated.

He was offering an obvious and easy solution. But her brain was still scrambling, and while her hormones were urging her to take whatever this man was offering, she wasn’t quite ready to trust him alone with the little girl who had been entrusted to her care—even if he was Emma’s father.

“Paige!”

She whirled away from the door, summoned by her cousin’s impatient demand.


Zach stepped into the foyer behind her. Holding back a sigh of frustration, Paige chose to ignore him and focus on Megan.

“Gage said he’ll meet us at the hospital, but he’s going to be a while.”

Knowing how devoted her cousin’s husband was to his wife and how excited they both were about the baby, Paige was more than a little surprised by this response.

“He’s in Manhattan,” Megan explained.

“Manhattan?”

Megan nodded, her eyes filling with tears. “He’s supposed to be here.”

“He will be here,” Paige promised, almost certain it was true. After all, it was only a three-and-a-half-hour drive from Manhattan, and Megan would undoubtedly be in labor a lot longer than that. “But in the meantime, we should get you to the hospital.”

“I need my bag.”

“I can get your bag after I get you to the hospital.”

“I need to take my bag to the hospital,” Megan insisted.

Paige knew her cousin’s insistence wasn’t as much about the bag as it was about the fact that Megan didn’t want to go to the hospital without Gage, because she didn’t want to have her baby without the baby’s father by her side. So Paige took her hands and squeezed gently.

When Megan looked up, Paige simply said, “Breathe.”

Megan drew in a lungful of air, then exhaled it slowly.

“Better?”

The mother-to-be nodded. “But I still want my bag.”

“Honey, your house is in the opposite direction from the hospital.”

“I could take Megan to the hospital and you can go pick up her bag when Emma wakes up from her nap.”

Until he spoke, Paige had almost forgotten Zach was there. Or maybe she hadn’t actually forgotten so much as she’d wished she could forget. In any event, she was as protective of her cousin as she was of Emma, and she had no intention of letting him intrude on her life any more than he already had.

“That’s not necessary—” she began, only to be interrupted by Megan’s hopeful request, “Are you sure you wouldn’t mind?”

“Of course not,” Zach assured her.

“I’m leaking,” the laboring mother-to-be warned.

To his credit, Zach paled only a little, and his response was a casual, “Leather seats.”

“Thank you.” Megan turned back to Paige. “My bag’s beside the door in the nursery. You have a key and the code for the alarm?”

“Yes, but—”

“Great.”

“It’s not great,” she felt compelled to protest, but her cousin was already hustling—as much as she could hustle in her current condition—down the driveway toward Zach’s Jeep, leaving Paige to stare after their retreating forms.

Through the baby monitor, she heard Emma stirring in her crib, and she pushed aside her annoyance and frustration to focus on the baby. Once she’d dealt with the waking child’s immediate needs, she’d go get Megan’s damn bag.

 

When Paige arrived at the hospital about an hour later, Megan still hadn’t been admitted. Instead, she was pacing the waiting room with Zach beside her. Paige’s pulse jolted when she saw him. He wasn’t the first man whose appearance had affected her in such a way, but it was more than his dark good looks and long, hard body that made her belly quiver this time. It was the realization that a man so big and strong could be so gentle, as he was being with Megan right now.

She couldn’t hear what they were talking about, but she saw her cousin smile in response to something he said. The smile slipped and she reached toward the wall to brace herself as another contraction hit. But Zach was right there, taking her hand, talking her through the pain.

Paige paused in the doorway—caught for a moment in the memory of doing the same things during her friend’s labor, of keeping Olivia focused on her breathing while trying to distract her from the pain and silently cursing the man who had impregnated and then abandoned her friend.

Watching Zach with Megan, she was struck by the contradiction between what Olivia had told her about the baby’s father and what—after only a few days—she knew about the man who was Zach Crawford. And she couldn’t help but wonder how different things might have been for Olivia and Emma if he’d known about the pregnancy.

If Zach was Emma’s father.

She shifted the still-sleepy baby to her other shoulder and acknowledged that even she was getting weary of her incessant protests about something everyone else seemed willing to accept as fact. Maybe she was being difficult. Maybe she was stubborn. But she wasn’t ready or willing to simply let Zach step into the role of Emma’s father without any concrete proof. She wasn’t ready to lose the little girl she loved with her whole heart.

 

Gage arrived at the hospital only a short while after Paige, causing her to speculate that he’d either been on his way back from Manhattan already when Megan called him or he’d challenged land-speed records in his haste to get to his wife’s side. In any event, Megan had finally been admitted, Gage’s parents had shown up and Ashley had come by after school with Maddie.

Paige hovered in the background, reading some of Emma’s favorite books to her and observing the scene. This part was unfamiliar to her. With Olivia, things had been mostly quiet and low-key—her friend had told no one but Paige when she’d gone into labor. She’d had no family hovering in the wings and no visitors had shown up until the day after Emma’s birth. Of course, Paige hadn’t thought too much about it at the time because she hadn’t had anything to compare it to, but now that she did, she couldn’t help but feel both sad and sorry that her friend had been so alone.

She smiled at Cameron when he came in to give his sister-in-law a quick pep talk and a hug before taking his daughter—despite her vehement protests and heartfelt pleas to stay until her new baby cousin was born—to her grandparents’ house. Ashley stayed, almost as excited about the impending arrival of her niece or nephew as she was about the birth of her own baby due in another couple of months.

Because the waiting room was still rather crowded and Megan was pacing the halls and didn’t seem as if she was going to have the baby anytime soon, Paige decided to take Emma down to the cafeteria for a snack.

Although she hadn’t invited him to come along, Zach followed them into the elevator and, after he’d been so great with Megan, Paige couldn’t bring herself to tell him to get lost. And even if she did, he probably wouldn’t listen to her anyway.

Of course, he then insisted on paying for their coffee and Emma’s snack, which made her feel even guiltier for wanting to ditch him. But when they were settled at a table and Emma was happily squeezing cubes of red Jell-O in her fists—and occasionally stuffing one into her mouth—she had to ask, “Why are you still here, Zach?”

He shrugged. “I’m curious.”

“About what?”

“The whole process, I guess. I never had a chance to experience any of the stages of pregnancy or childbirth with Olivia because I never even knew that she was pregnant.”

“And if you had known, you still would have been in Afghanistan while she was having your baby in Syracuse.”


“I could have asked for leave.”

“But there’s no guarantee you would have got it, is there?”

“No,” he admitted, sounding so genuinely regretful, Paige felt her heart softening toward him.

“She was in labor nineteen hours,” she told him.

Zach’s head swiveled toward her. “That’s right—you were her birthing partner.”

She nodded. “I was surprised she chose me. I mean, we’d become pretty good friends at law school and were both pleased when we got hired on at Wainwright, Witmer & Wynne, but I thought there must have been someone else she was closer to.”

“She was an only child born late in the lives of both of her parents,” Zach remembered. “And she lost them both the year after she graduated.”

Paige nodded again and wondered why she was surprised that he knew those details. Obviously he and Olivia had engaged in conversation and sex—which was definitely not a path she wanted her mind to be wandering down, because just thinking of Zach and sex in the same sentence made her blood heat and her pulse race.

The attraction she felt for him was purely physical—and not entirely unexpected, considering how long it had been since she’d been with any man and that she’d never known a man who oozed testosterone the way Zach Crawford did. She also knew her feelings were wrong—and self-destructive. Unfortunately, that knowledge didn’t give her any more control over them, but it did help her refocus her attention on their conversation.

“I was hesitant at first,” Paige said, referring to the childbirth classes she’d attended with Olivia. “Or maybe it’s more accurate to say that I was terrified that I would screw up or somehow let her down. But I finally agreed.

“Every week on our way to class, she would thank me again, telling me how grateful she was for my support, as if I was doing her this huge favor.”

“To her, you were.”

“Maybe,” she acknowledged. “But I realized, as her pregnancy progressed and the date of Emma’s birth drew nearer, that I was the one who was grateful. Because the whole process of growing a baby really is a miracle and I was thrilled to share in it.”

“Did Olivia know she was having a girl?”

“Yeah. She didn’t like surprises, and she was determined to know the baby’s gender so that she would be better prepared for her arrival.”

Zach finished his coffee. “Was she happy?”

“She was thrilled,” Paige said. “I’m not sure that was true in the very beginning. As far as I know, she struggled through the early stages of oh-my-God-I’m-pregnant-what-do-I-do-now? on her own. She didn’t even tell me until she was through her first trimester, and then it was a very matter-of-fact ‘I’m pregnant. Yes, I’m keeping the baby. No, the father isn’t going to be involved, and will you go to prenatal classes with me?’”

“I’m glad that she didn’t seem to have any doubts about having the baby—if a little surprised,” he admitted. “She seemed so completely focused on her career. During the time that we were together, she certainly never said anything to me—she never even hinted—about wanting a baby.”

“I don’t think she had thought about it, not until she realized she was pregnant. But she was a wonderful mother.” Tears stung her eyes as she thought about Olivia with Emma, how much her friend had loved her baby and everything Emma had lost when she’d lost her mother. “She was so patient with the baby. Sure, she got overwhelmed and frazzled on occasion, but she never took it out on Emma. She simply and completely loved her little girl.”

“Tell me about when Emma was born,” he said.


“You really want the details?”

“Yeah.”

Paige shrugged. “Her water broke at three o’clock in the morning, so she knew that labor would be starting soon, but she figured she had time to shower and shave her legs first—as if the ob-gyn cared about her razor stubble.”

“I can see Olivia worrying about something like that,” Zach said and smiled.

“Yeah, well, she took a chunk of skin off her ankle bone because she had the razor in her hand when the first contraction hit.”

He winced. “Ouch.”

“And that was only the beginning.”

“When did she call you?”

She thought back, trying to remember. So many details of that day were permanently etched on her memory. Others were less clear. “It was around four, I think. She’d managed to finish her shower and dry her hair and get dressed, but the contractions were coming every fifteen minutes or so, and she knew she wouldn’t be able to drive herself to the hospital.”

“Which proves that she’d considered it,” he noted.

Paige nodded. “Thankfully, I only lived a few blocks away, so we were at the hospital before five. Of course, her doctor didn’t show up until seven, and even then, he wasn’t ready to admit her because the labor hadn’t progressed very far.

“Anyway, long story short, Emma was born just after ten p.m. that night.”

“Why do I get the feeling that you skipped over a lot of stuff?”

“Because I didn’t think you wanted to hear about the contractions stalling and the baby being in distress and finally being delivered by emergency C-section.”

Nor did she want to think about those complications—and the accompanying terror—while Megan was in labor. Of course, she was confident her cousin could handle just about anything. Because from the minute she’d learned that she was pregnant, Megan had been reading everything she could find on pregnancy and labor and childbirth. In fact, Paige wouldn’t be surprised if the mother-to-be couldn’t teach the doctor a thing or two.

Still, Paige would feel a lot better once the baby was actually born. Because although it was true that women had been having babies since the beginning of time, it was also true that even with all of the progress in modern medicine, there were still occasions when things went wrong. And although Paige knew it was both silly and futile, she crossed her fingers under the table, hoping that nothing would go wrong for Megan or her baby.

“Yeah,” Zach finally responded to her comment. “It’s hard enough to think about how differently things could have turned out fourteen months after the fact. I can’t imagine what she—and you—went through at the time.”

“Olivia was a trooper throughout the whole thing,” she told him. “But when they finally pulled the baby out, we both cried right along with Emma.”

“Thank you,” Zach said softly.

Paige looked over at him, surprised. “For what?”

“For telling me,” he said. “But especially for being there, for Olivia and Emma.”

“It was my pleasure—and an absolute thrill to hold Emma in my arms when she was only minutes old.” She glanced at Zach again and felt an unexpected twinge of guilt, as if she’d stolen an experience that should have been his. But then she remembered the point she’d made earlier—that even if he had known about Olivia’s pregnancy and wanted to be there for the birth, things might not have played out any differently.

Except that there would have been no question about the baby’s custody when Olivia died. Or maybe the accident never would have happened, because Olivia wouldn’t have driven to New Jersey to tell Zach about the baby because he would already have known. But it was pointless to play “what if” at this stage. All they could do now was move forward, even if neither of them knew exactly what direction was forward.

Emma wriggled, trying to get out of the high chair, just wanting to move. Cubes of Jell-O were scattered on the tray and on the floor, but clearly she’d had enough of her snack and was ready to escape her confinement. Paige glanced at her watch and frowned. “I can’t keep her here all night.”

“I could—” Zach began, then snapped his jaw shut.

She sighed. “I know I’m being unreasonable. I just can’t seem to stop myself.”

“And I don’t know what to say or do to reassure you that I’m not going to disappear with her.”

Paige put her empty cup on the tray beside his. She didn’t know if it was the eagerness with which he’d listened to the story of Emma’s birth or the attentiveness she’d observed in his interaction with the child, but she decided that it was time—maybe past time—to give him the benefit of the doubt. “Would you trust me with your Jeep?” she asked him.

His brows rose. “Is there any reason I shouldn’t?”

She responded by digging her car keys out of her purse. “Leave me yours and you can have mine to take Emma back to my place. It’s easier than trying to move her car seat,” she explained, then couldn’t resist adding, “That and I have antitheft tracking, so if you take off with the baby, the cops won’t have any trouble finding you.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” he said drily, as he unhooked the tray from the high chair.

Desperate for freedom, Emma flung herself forward. Paige had a flash of panic as she remembered that she hadn’t fastened the grimy safety strap around the little girl’s waist, but Zach—obviously having anticipated the move—blocked her easily with a hand.

Emma frowned and opened her mouth to protest, but before she could make a sound, Zach had deftly plucked her from the seat and set her on her feet. She looked up at him, grateful but still wary, and took a few tottering steps toward Paige.

“Pawk?” she said hopefully.

It was her new favorite word and her favorite place. There was a small park at the end of the block where they lived in Syracuse and a bigger park even closer to the house on Chetwood Street, and Paige had gotten in the habit of taking Emma there after her nap. The little girl had been most displeased to be going in the car instead of to the park when she woke up today and clearly hadn’t forgotten.

“You’re going to go home with Zach,” Paige told her.

Emma stole a cautious glance in his direction, then shook her head. “Pawk,” she said again.

“I can’t today,” Paige said.

“But I can,” Zach said.

Emma stole another glance at him, but continued to cling to Paige.

“What’s your favorite thing at the park?” he asked. “The swings or the slide?”

Emma seemed to get what he was saying and her love of the park apparently outweighed her lingering uncertainty about this new man who had suddenly appeared in her life, because she looked right at him this time and said, “Pawk?”

He nodded.

Emma released her hold on Paige and held out her arms to Zach.








Chapter Five



When Paige returned to the maternity-wing waiting room, she found that Gage’s brother, Craig, and his wife, Tess, had joined the party. There were also two other, older couples, who she figured were the prospective grandparents of some other baby.

She slid into the vacant chair next to the sofa where Ashley sat close to her husband. Her head was on his shoulder, and his hand was on the curve of her belly. The baby must have kicked because Cam’s hand snapped back and Ashley laughed.

“You’d think I’d be used to that by now,” he murmured.

“You’d think,” Ashley agreed.

Paige felt an unexpected pang of envy as she watched them interact. She couldn’t be happier for both of her cousins, even if she’d never thought she wanted what they had. For certain, she’d been shocked and panicked when she’d learned that she had been named Emma’s legal guardian. And in that moment, she’d been certain that she did not want the responsibility of an infant.

Of course, her feelings had soon changed. Now she couldn’t imagine her life without Emma and she refused to worry what Zach’s presence could mean for the status quo she’d established with Olivia’s baby, or what it could mean to the idea that had only recently begun to take root in her mind and her heart of someday having a baby of her own—a brother or a sister for Emma.

Ashley looked over at her. “Where’s Emma?”

“She went home with Zach.” She glanced at her cousin for reassurance. “Please tell me I haven’t made a very big mistake.”

“You haven’t made a very big mistake,” Ashley said obligingly.

The words did little to alleviate her concerns. She chewed on the edge of a thumbnail, as she sometimes did when she was worried, but she didn’t realize she was doing it until Ashley gently tugged her hand away from her mouth.

“He hasn’t been alone with her before,” she said, trying to explain the origin of her concern.

“Then it’s probably time he was.”

“She’s going to be wanting dinner soon,” she suddenly realized. “And I didn’t tell him what to feed her.”

“I’m sure he’ll manage,” Cam told her.

But Paige wasn’t nearly as certain.

“Do you remember the first time you babysat Emma?” Ashley asked her.

She nodded. “I didn’t have a clue.”

“And Emma couldn’t say a word to tell you if she was hungry or thirsty or tired.”

“She doesn’t say much now,” Paige noted.

“Well, Zach looks to me like a man who’s capable of figuring things out. But if you’re really not comfortable with the situation, why don’t you go home, too?”


“Because I want to be here when Megan’s baby is born.”

“Well, if you’re determined to stay, then stop chewing your nails. You’re making me nervous.”

She flushed and pulled her hand away from her mouth again.

 

Baby steps, Zach reminded himself as he sat Emma on top of the toddler slide.

He had to be patient, to give both Paige and Emma time to get to know him and feel comfortable with him. Unfortunately, that might take more time than he had.

His heart had torn wide open the first time Emma looked at him and started to cry. As ridiculous as he knew it was, he felt as if she’d rejected him. Just the latest in a string of women who had done so.

Heather was the first. Of course, he’d been a lot younger then and his emotions much more vulnerable. She’d been a model, stunningly beautiful, and he’d been blinded by lust. They’d dated for almost two years, and she’d seemed happy enough to be with him so long as he worked around her schedule. She’d even told him that she loved him. But when Zach got his first overseas assignment and their relationship was no longer convenient, she’d unceremoniously dumped him.

The first heartbreak had been as bitter as first love had been sweet, and losing Heather had taught him a valuable if painful lesson. Since then, he’d guarded his heart.

He’d had relationships with other women, of course, but because of his career, none were long-term or serious. His relationship with Olivia had been no different, despite the fact that a baby had been born of it. And yet it hurt to realize that Olivia had rejected him and any efforts he would have made to be a father to their baby by refusing to even tell him about her pregnancy.

Yeah, she’d changed her mind—too many months later—but that knowledge failed to appease him. And although he knew it served no purpose, he couldn’t deny that he was angry with Olivia—furious at the way she’d first cut him out and then blindsided him with the information that he was a father.

Emma slid down the gentle slope, her face split with a wide grin, her blue eyes sparkling. When she giggled it was the purest and happiest sound he’d ever heard. And in that moment, looking at the beautiful little girl Olivia had given birth to, all his residual anger was washed away by a tide of joy and love so huge it took his breath way.

He caught her at the bottom of the slide and it was only when she wriggled that he let her go. He wanted to gather her in his arms and lavish her with all the love and attention he hadn’t been able to give her in the first fourteen months of her life. Of course, he had to get past not just Emma’s uncertainty but Paige’s wary protectiveness first. Definitely not an easy task.

However, he’d never been one to shirk from a challenge.

Except when that challenge was a phone call from his youngest sister, he amended as the phone in his pocket trilled again and Zach ignored it again.

He’d never admit it to her face, but he missed her like crazy and, more than anything when he’d come home from Afghanistan, he’d been looking forward to going out to California and seeing not just Hayden but his whole family again. He hadn’t actually canceled those plans so much as he’d delayed them, and he didn’t want to delay for much longer.

Emma had an extended family who wanted to meet her.

Or they would, when he finally figured out how to tell them that he was a father.

 

It was past midnight before Paige finally left the hospital, and despite her pleasure at seeing both her cousin and the brand-new baby doing well, she felt tense and uncertain as she drove toward home. She didn’t realize it was worry over Emma that had lingered with her until she got close enough to the house to confirm that her car was in the driveway. She didn’t have to go much farther than that to find both Emma and Zach.

The baby was curled up on one end of the sofa, her favorite blanket clutched in one little fist, the thumb of the other hanging out of her mouth. Zach was on the floor, his back against the sofa. His legs were out straight, his head was tipped back, and one of his hands was resting protectively on the sleeping child’s back. At any other time, the peaceful scene might have warmed her heart, but she was too busy gaping at the chaos around them to fully appreciate the serene image of man and child.

She took another slow and careful survey of the room, stunned. Okay, so maybe she’d wondered how he would fare on his own with the little girl, and maybe she’d even hoped that Emma wouldn’t make things too easy for him. She hadn’t expected the living room to look as if a Category 4 hurricane had torn through it.

But that was exactly how it appeared to Paige, with toys and plastic bowls and sippy cups and clothes and diapers—she sent up a quick prayer that they were at least clean diapers—strewn absolutely everywhere.

She must have gasped because Zach was immediately awake and on his feet, every muscle in his body on alert. He was so tall, so strong, so completely and undeniably male that, for a split second, the disaster zone faded away and there was only Zach.

His eyes locked on her, the air crackled, her skin prickled. The intensity of her reaction—the unexpected force of the attraction she felt—startled her enough that she looked away, breaking the seductive spell of those blue, blue eyes and reminding her of the chaos she’d stepped into.

“What the heck happened?” she asked, keeping her voice low so as not to wake the sleeping child while she attempted to hold her churning hormones firmly in check.

He tore his gaze from hers to glance around and winced as if he was seeing the room for the first time. “Hurricane Emma,” he muttered.

His explanation was so close to what she’d been thinking that she might have smiled if the condition of her living room didn’t make her want to cry. Instead, she just shook her head. “I need a cup of coffee.”

“Wait—”

She paused in midstep. “You’re going to tell me that the kitchen is just as bad, aren’t you?”

“Probably worse,” he admitted.

“As long as I can find the coffeepot.”

Zach took hold of her shoulders to steer her away from the kitchen, and when his hands came down on her, she jolted as if she’d been zapped by a live wire. His hands dropped away. “Why don’t you take Emma up to her bed while I make the coffee?”

She decided it was probably good advice and, ignoring the tingles that coursed through her veins in response to his touch, turned back to the sleeping child in the living room.

By the time she’d returned to the kitchen after checking Emma’s diaper and tucking her into her crib, the coffeepot was gurgling away.

“Boy or girl?” he finally asked, passing a mug across the counter to her.

For the first time since walking into the disaster zone that had once been her house—at least for the summer—she smiled. “Boy,” she answered. “Marcus Allan Richmond—for both of Megan’s and Gage’s fathers. Eight pounds ten ounces, twenty-two inches with big blue eyes and gorgeous blond curls.”

“And how’s the new mommy doing?” Zach lifted his own mug to drink.


“She’s great. Amazing. Overjoyed. And Gage was so thrilled with both his wife and new baby, he actually cried.”

“I’ll bet you did, too,” he guessed.

“Just a little,” she admitted.

“When did all of this finally happen?”

“11:47.”

Zach glanced at his watch. “You obviously didn’t hang around for very long after.”

“Long enough to congratulate the new mommy and daddy and steal a quick cuddle with the baby. But they had more than enough company to keep them busy through half of the night.”

“And—despite the fact that you called four times from the hospital—you were worried about Emma,” he guessed.

“Obviously with good reason.”

He shook his head. “Nah, she was in complete control. If you were going to worry about anyone, it should have been me.”

She smiled again. “I do appreciate you staying with her,” she said, and realized it was true. “It would have been a nightmare trying to keep her entertained at the hospital all night.”

“Instead, you came home to a nightmare.”

She closed her eyes and held a hand to her mouth to stifle a yawn. “I’m trying not to think about that right now. Hopefully by morning I’ll have the energy to tackle the mess.”

“You look exhausted,” he noted. “Why don’t you head up to bed and I’ll load the dishes in the dishwasher before I head out?”

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “You have to be at least as tired as I am.”

“I had a nap,” he reminded her.

“Yeah, you looked as if you were resting comfortably when I came in,” she noted drily.

“Believe me, your living-room floor is like a premium mattress in a five-star hotel compared to some of the places I’ve had to sleep.” Zach grinned and her heart hitched.

Honestly, the man’s smile was a potent weapon, and because Paige knew she was too weary to continue to fight, she opted for retreat. “Well, I’m looking forward to my real bed,” she said, taking her empty cup to the dishwasher.

“Go ahead,” Zach said. “I’ll lock up when I go.”

She hesitated, still not entirely sure she trusted him and yet all too aware that he’d given her no reason not to. And if he was willing to make a dent in the kitchen, she was certainly willing to let him. “If you’re sure,” she began.

“I’m sure. Good night, Paige.”

“Good night.”

 

Emma was, as usual, awake by six the next morning, which meant that Paige was, too. After changing the baby’s diaper, Paige tucked her against her hip and started down the stairs. When she stepped into the living room, she had a moment to wonder if she’d only dreamed the disaster she’d come home to the night before because the room was absolutely immaculate. Continuing on to the kitchen, she found that the same was true there.

She settled Emma in her high chair with a cup of juice and set about making a pot of coffee. Emma banged her sippy cup on the tray.

“Yes, I know you want breakfast,” she said soothingly, “but I need my caffeine kick in the morning.”

Emma banged her cup again but was somewhat appeased when Paige sprinkled a few Cheerios on her tray. She put the cereal box back in the cupboard and opened the fridge to retrieve the eggs and milk. When she closed the door again, the note tacked to it fluttered.


Please don’t call the police. I didn’t steal your car—I simply borrowed it to get to the B and B because you still have the keys to my Jeep. I’ll be back early in the a.m., but please call my cell (201-555-4757) if you need your car before then.

Zach



She set the eggs and milk on the counter before she retraced her steps to the living room, peering out the front window just in time to see her car pulling into the driveway beside the Jeep that was still parked there.

The driver’s side door of the Audi opened and Zach stepped out.

His blue eyes were shaded from the sun by dark glasses and he was casually dressed in a Just Do It T-shirt that stretched across his broad chest and a pair of well-faded jeans that hugged his narrow hips. He truly was an exceptional specimen of masculinity and—judging by the speed with which Melanie Quinlan raced down her walk, practically dragging her Chihuahua behind her—she obviously wasn’t the only woman who thought so.

Though Paige couldn’t hear what Melanie said, she knew her neighbor had called out to Zach, because he turned to respond. But he didn’t chat with her for very long, since he was almost at the front door when Paige pulled it open.

Zach smiled and her pulse leaped.

“I’m not too early, then?” he said by way of greeting.

“No. Emma is an early bird.”

“And you’re not,” he guessed.

“I never used to be, but I’ve learned to adapt.”

“I didn’t mean to intrude on your morning,” he said, “but I wanted to get your car back before you needed it.”

“I was just going to make some eggs if you wanted to join us.”

“I didn’t come over here to be fed,” he protested, though not very vehemently.


“And if I wasn’t already planning on making breakfast, I wouldn’t have offered to feed you,” she told him.

“In that case, I’d love some eggs,” he replied, and followed her into the kitchen.

Emma’s face lit up when she saw him, and Zach’s heart melted. “Ack!” she said, which was apparently her interpretation of his name and which she followed with her favorite word, “Pawk.”

He smiled and ruffled her hair. “Maybe later,” he told her, then, “Mmm, that coffee smells great.”

“You know where the mugs are,” Paige said. She dug his keys out of her purse and set them on the counter. “I completely forgot we’d switched vehicles last night.”

“Not a problem,” he assured her, reaching around her to open the cupboard door.

As he did, he caught a whiff of her scent. It was subtle, with just the slightest hint of vanilla, which made him think it was probably a lotion rather than perfume. Of course, that brought to mind images of Paige smoothing lotion over her naked skin, running her hands up her long legs, down her slender arms, over her—

“Scrambled?”

The question jolted Zach out of his fantasy. “What?”

“Your eggs.” She continued breaking them into a bowl. “Do you like them scrambled?”

“Sure,” he said and filled his mug from the pot.

She splashed some milk into the bowl with the eggs, added a dash of salt and pepper and picked up the whisk.

Zach sipped his coffee.

Paige poured the mixture into a frying pan. “Did you bring in a cleaning crew after I went up to bed last night?”

“Not necessary,” he said. “It looked a lot worse than it was.”

“Forgive me if I’m a little skeptical about that.”


He grinned. “Okay, it was pretty bad, but my mother taught me to always pick up after myself.”

“Well, it was a pleasant surprise to wake up this morning and not have to face the chaos I saw last night.”

“If you were impressed with a little tidying, you should see what I can do with a bed.”

The inadvertent innuendo cracked between them, sizzling in the air like the eggs in the pan.

Paige’s cheeks turned pink, confirming that she had taken the same mental detour he had. And he found himself wondering if her thoughts had drifted in that direction even half as often as his had. And if they had—if they were both feeling this tug of attraction—what the heck were they going to do about it?

Nothing. He answered his own question firmly. Definitively.

He cleared his throat. “I meant that I can make up a bed so tight that a quarter tossed down on the middle of the mattress will bounce six inches,” he explained.

Paige just nodded and kept her focus on the eggs in the pan, while he tried to block out the mental image of bouncing on a mattress with her. Because how completely inappropriate was that? And why did he, even knowing it was completely inappropriate, find the idea so damned appealing?

He pushed the thought out of his mind and asked, “Can I help you with anything?”

“You can butter the toast,” she said, just as it popped out of the toaster.

Zach was grateful for the task because it gave him something to do with his hands so that he couldn’t give in to the urge to reach for her and determine once and for all if the attraction he felt was mutual.

Unfortunately, the task didn’t keep his mind as occupied as his hands, and his thoughts continued to wander. And although he couldn’t deny that several of those thoughts touched upon plans for getting Paige naked, he found himself simply enjoying the morning routine. Working with Paige to put breakfast on the table, retrieving the sippy cup Emma kept throwing to the ground, dodging the bits of toast and egg that she threw at him, then helping Paige tidy up the kitchen again when they’d finished their meal.

Their conversation was easy—although they were both careful not to make any mention of Emma’s paternity—and he found himself relaxing in her company. Not that he was completely relaxed—how could he be when he was so keenly aware of her presence, her every movement and every breath?

No doubt about it—twenty-three months was a long time for a man to go without the pleasures of female companionship, yet he hadn’t been aware of how very long it had been, and he certainly hadn’t felt so acutely deprived until he met Paige. Which meant that he didn’t want sex as much as he wanted Paige.

And that, he knew, was a big complication.

 

After the kitchen was cleaned, Paige left Zach with another cup of coffee while she took Emma upstairs to get her washed up and changed. When they came back down again, he pushed away from the table.

“I have to check out of Hadfield House,” he said. “The clerk wasn’t at the desk when I left this morning.”

“You’re leaving?” Paige wasn’t sure why she was surprised or why his words caused something that felt like a pang of disappointment. After all, ever since he’d shown up at her door she’d been hoping he would turn around and leave again. But she’d started to get used to having him around; she’d started to believe he actually planned to stay. Of course, she should have realized that as soon as she began to count on someone, it was a cue for him to leave.

“Just leaving the B and B,” he told her. “When I first checked in, I didn’t know how long I would be staying and the clerk didn’t think to mention that they were booked for the holiday weekend.”

“So where are you going?”

“I’ll try one of the hotels in town.”

So he wasn’t leaving town after all, she realized, strangely relieved by that fact. Maybe he would turn out to be a man that she—that Emma, she hastily amended—could count on. Still, Paige hesitated a moment before she said, “There’s a spare room here.”

Zach paused with his hand on the door. “Are you just sharing information or offering to let me stay with you?”

She hadn’t intended to invite him to stay, but she felt guilty for attempting to thwart his every effort. Or maybe she felt that she owed him because he’d been so great with Megan the day before, not to mention that he’d cleaned up her house.

Yes, he’d been at least partially responsible for the mess in the first place, but his efforts were commendable. And he really did seem to want to get to know Emma and to be willing to take things slowly for the little girl’s sake, and Paige found that she couldn’t—in good conscience—continue to stand in his way.

Whatever her reasons, she simply shrugged, as if her offer wasn’t a big deal. “You seem intent on hanging around here most of the time anyway.”

“I’d be more than happy to get out of your hair, but you panic any time Emma is even out of your sight.”

She couldn’t deny it was true. “I don’t know you well enough to trust you yet,” she reminded him. “Maybe staying under the same roof will change that.”

“Then I’ll accept the offer,” he said. “Because I know you have no reason to want to help me and all kinds of reasons not to.”

“I’m doing it for Emma,” she said. “Because if it turns out that you are her father, I want her to have a relationship with you.”

“Do you really still doubt that I am?”

“It doesn’t matter what I think. It only matters what the DNA test reveals.”

“How long did you say it would take to get the results?”

“Because we’re using a private lab, probably not more than a week or ten days.”

“When did you say we can get it done?”

“Cameron said he can squeeze us in right after lunch on Monday.”

“That would be good,” Zach said.

For him, maybe. Paige would prefer to do the test…never. But that was an emotional and selfish response. This wasn’t about her and the potential repercussions for her life—it was about Emma, and she truly did want what was best for Olivia’s daughter.

“I’ll head over to the B and B now to settle up and be back here in about an hour. Then—” he glanced at Emma, who was sitting in an Elmo chair and turning the thick pages of a favorite book “—maybe I can take Emma to the p-a-r-k.”

Although Paige knew logically that a fourteen-month-old with a very limited vocabulary couldn’t possibly spell, she also knew that Emma had an unerring instinct about some things, which she proved when her head shot up in response to Zach’s comment. “Pawk?”

Zach’s brows lifted. Paige shrugged.

“Later,” he promised.

 

Later, when Zach and Emma had gone to the park, Ashley brought a plate of frosted brownies over to Paige.

“I had a craving,” she offered the explanation along with the squares.

“Thank you.” Paige’s mouth was already watering and her gratitude was sincere. “But how does your craving lead to me getting brownies?”

Ashley followed her into the kitchen. “Because I satisfied my craving, and because it will be something completely different that I have to have tomorrow, I thought I would share.”

Paige peeled back the plastic wrap and snuck a square out from under the cover.

“You could offer me a cup of tea in exchange for the goodies,” Ashley suggested, settling at the table.

“Oh. My.” Paige’s eyes closed as she bit into the chocolate and pure bliss exploded on her tongue. “All you want is a cup of tea? I’d be willing to give up one of my kidneys for chocolate this good.”

Ashley smiled. “Been a while since you had some?”

They both knew she wasn’t referring to chocolate. Paige popped the rest of the brownie into her mouth as she turned on the tap to fill the kettle. “I’m not even sure I could tell you how long.”

Her cousin removed the cover from the plate. “Dig in.”

Paige tossed teabags into the pot and retrieved a couple of mugs from the cupboard before she helped herself to another brownie.

“Speaking of sex,” Ashley said. “Did I see Zach come in here with a duffel bag?”

“I’m not sure I follow your segue,” Paige said cautiously.

Her cousin smirked. “You look at Zach Crawford the way a sexually deprived woman looks at a plate of double-chocolate fudge brownies.”

Paige turned away from her cousin’s knowing gaze to pour boiling water into the teapot. “Hadfield House was booked for the weekend and because Zach is spending most of his time here anyway, it made sense for him to take the spare room.”


“I don’t think it’s a bad idea,” Ashley said. “I’m just…surprised.”

“Surprised that I could be reasonable?”

Her cousin’s lips twitched, as if she was fighting against a smile. “Well, you haven’t exactly been reasonable since Zach showed up.”

“Can you blame me?”

“No,” Ashley admitted, her hand moving instinctively, protectively, to cover her rounded belly. “Because I know you wouldn’t love that little girl any more if you’d given birth to her, and because I know I would fight to my last breath against anyone who threatened to take my baby.”

“Speaking of babies,” Paige said, eager to change the subject. “Have you seen Marcus today?”

“I just came from the hospital,” Ashley said. “And though I wouldn’t have thought it possible, he’s even more beautiful than he was yesterday.”

“And the new mommy?”

“Radiant but exhausted. Apparently the baby woke up every two hours in the night to nurse.”

Paige winced. “I can’t imagine.”

“Gage offered to give him a bottle so she could sleep, but Meg is determined to ensure that Marcus has the best start and she believes breastfeeding is crucial to that and giving him a bottle at this stage could create nipple confusion and—as you can imagine—after a few more minutes of listening to her exceptionally detailed reasoning, Gage’s eyes started to glaze over.”

But Ashley only looked wistful, and Paige knew her cousin was now even more anxious to hold her own baby in her arms.

“Only a couple more months and you can debate the benefits of cloth diapers versus disposables until Cam’s eyes glaze over.”


“We’ve already done that one.” Ashley said and helped herself to a brownie. “Now getting back to Zach.”

“Why?” Paige asked warily.

“Because I guess what I’m really surprised about is that you invited this guy—this stranger—to live with you.”

“First of all, he’s not exactly a stranger—he’s the man that Olivia believed was Emma’s father. Second, we’re not living together—he’s only staying with me until the question of Emma’s paternity has been answered. Third, you were the one who told me I should cooperate with him.”

“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” Ashley mumbled.

“And why doesn’t it seem like a good idea now?”

“Because there’s a…vibe…whenever you and Zach are in the same room together.”

“A vibe?”

Her cousin nodded. “Like I said, you look at him like he’s a chocolate brownie, and he looks at you like…like you’re a woman he really wants to get naked with.”

“I’m sure you’re misinterpreting something.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Even if that’s true—and Zach hasn’t said or done anything to suggest that it is—you have to know that I would never fall for a guy just because he looks good in uniform.” And she figured her cousin, who was all too aware of the tumultuous relationship Paige had with her own father, would understand that better than most.

“I’m not worried that you’d fall for Zach because of his uniform but in spite of it,” Ashley clarified.

“There’s no need to worry at all,” Paige assured her.

She only hoped she sounded more confident than she felt because the truth was, the more time she spent with Zach, the more she forgot about the uniform and focused on the man. And she knew that could undermine all of her plans.








Chapter Six



Paige had seen enough in her family law practice to know that there were good parents and bad parents and some who were simply indifferent. She also knew that some mothers and fathers emulated the parenting practices they’d grown up with, and others consciously chose to distance themselves from same.

Paige didn’t remember her mother. She remembered, too well, her father. His apparent lack of interest in and affection for his daughter, his complete disregard of her wants and needs, his callous dismissal of her love. For years, she’d believed that she only had to try harder, be better, study more, or look prettier, and if she succeeded, then he might actually see her, maybe even care about her.

After her thirteenth birthday, she’d realized how delusional she’d been. And she’d decided that if she wanted any attention from her father—and as foolish as she knew it was, she still did—she was going to have to take drastic action to get that attention.

That was when she’d started hanging out with the older kids on base, breaking curfew and, when she was grounded, sneaking out at night to go to parties. And then she’d met Second Lieutenant Matthew Sanders. She’d known he was older—that was part of the attraction for her. Not old enough that anyone would accuse her of looking for a father figure, just old enough to shock her own father, if he ever noticed that she was with him.

Of course, Colonel Phillip Wilder hadn’t noticed—not until she’d taken her rebellion further than she’d intended, until it was too late to go back and undo what had been done.

She shook off the memories and the regrets and reminded herself that she’d learned an important lesson from her father—how not to parent.

She’d thought, when she first saw Zach in his uniform, that he would be like her father. After knowing him only a few days, she’d realized she was wrong. Zach was nothing like the colonel. His determination to be a father to Emma was proof of that, and Paige knew that she couldn’t continue to interfere with his efforts.

So when they got back from their appointment at Cam’s office and Zach suggested a trip to the park, Paige surprised him as much as herself by suggesting that he and Emma go on their own. And she took advantage of the unexpected time to herself to enjoy a book and the quiet outside in the sunshine.

 

If Zach knew nothing else about Emma, he knew that she loved the park. And since he’d started accompanying her on her daily excursions there, she seemed to be willing to transfer some of that happy feeling in his direction. But today, she wasn’t nearly as pleased with their outing as usual.

When he took her over to the swings, she seemed more interested in playing in the wood shavings that were spread on the ground. Which was okay until he caught her trying to put them in her mouth. He told her “no” and forced her to unfurl her fists to brush the chips away, which of course caused her to express her displeasure at the top of her lungs with huge tears thrown in for dramatic effect.

After she’d finally finished crying, she decided that she wanted to go on the swings, but as soon as he settled her in and set it in motion, she was squirming to get out again. So he took her to the slide instead, then she ran to the climber then back to the swings.

He tried to be patient, but it seemed that nothing he did was making her happy. When she started rubbing her eyes, he finally figured out that she was tired. She’d gone down for her nap at what he now knew was her usual time, but she’d been awakened early so they could make their appointment for the DNA testing. Although she’d seemed happy enough then, he was paying for it now.

When he got her back to the house, Paige was in the kitchen, pouring herself a glass of iced tea.

“You look exhausted,” she commented. “Both of you.”

“Why do you find that amusing?” he asked, inexplicably irritated by the hint of a smile lurking at the corners of her mouth.

She shrugged, not denying that she did. “Because I know what you were thinking when you waltzed in here that first day.”

He had never “waltzed” anywhere in his life—except on a dance floor—but he ignored that fact for the moment to ask, “What is it you think I was thinking?”

“That considering your extensive military training and the ability to maneuver an F-16 jet, taking care of a baby would be a piece of cake.”

“I’m not sure I thought it would be a piece of cake,” he denied. “But I certainly didn’t expect it to be this hard.”


“She’s teething,” she reminded him.

“She’s crankier than a constipated general,” he grumbled.

Paige broke a Popsicle in two, gave one half to Emma and put the other half back in the freezer for later. Emma immediately began gnawing on the icy treat.

“How is it that you instinctively know what she wants?”

“It’s not instinctive,” she denied. “Or not entirely. Mostly it’s practice. Five-and-a-half-months ago I was as ill-equipped as you are now.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

She lifted a brow. “Because I’m female, you assume I was more automatically prepared to deal with a child?”

“No, because you’re obviously so good with her.”

She was somewhat mollified by his response. “As I said, it’s practice. I’ve been around her since Emma was born, so I learned to read her signals. You’ll figure it out, too, if you stick around long enough.”

He leaned back against the counter, folded his arms over his chest. “You do that a lot, you know.”

“Do what?”

“Take those not-so-subtle digs at me.”

“I’m not trying to be subtle,” she told him. “I want to make sure that you realize what kind of commitment parenthood requires.”

“I’m getting a pretty good picture,” he assured her.

“And how do you think child care is going to fit in with your career?”

He ignored her question to ask his own. “What branch of the military was your father in?”

“Army,” she answered automatically, then glared at him as if it was his fault she’d revealed information she obviously hadn’t intended to share. “But we’re not talking about me, we’re talking about Emma.”


“Except if your concerns about her future stem from your personal history,” he guessed.

“They don’t,” she said, but he knew it was a lie.

 

When Zach suggested that he wanted to try to put Emma down for another nap, Paige willingly went back outside to her book and the sunshine. She’d only read a few pages when she realized she’d forgotten her drink, so she set the paperback on the table and traipsed back into the house again.

She didn’t return to the house intending to spy on him. But when she went into the kitchen to retrieve her glass, she heard his deep voice through the baby monitor on the counter.

“Do you think I can’t handle a challenge?” he was saying, apparently to Emma, who, of course, didn’t respond. “Do you think I can’t manage to change one poopy diaper just because you’re pumping your legs and flailing your fists?

“I know Paige thinks I can’t handle it. In fact, she’s probably counting on me giving up on the whole fatherhood thing. But I’ve got news for both of you,” he continued, still speaking in the same even tone. “I am a lieutenant colonel in the United States Air Force and there’s no way I’m going to let a fourteen-month-old baby see me crumble, no matter—

“OhmyLord, child, what did you eat that turned into that?”

Paige smiled, picturing the look of complete horror on his face that she heard in his voice.

For a few minutes, she heard only background noises. The whisper of wipes being tugged out of their container, some muted gagging, the click of the latch on the diaper disposal, the crinkle of a new diaper being unfolded, a quiet gurgle of appreciation, the snap of buttons being refastened. Then Zach spoke again.

“We’ve already made progress, haven’t we?” he was murmuring softly to her now. “Only a few days ago, you would have rather screamed than smiled at me, and although we might have had a little setback at the park, now you’re snuggled in my arms and your eyes are drifting shut.”

He was right, Paige realized. He had made a lot of progress with Emma in a short time, so much so that the little girl looked around for him when she heard his voice and smiled when he came into the room. And she wondered, not for the first time, if she’d made a mistake in inviting Zach to stay with them.

Because Paige was beginning to realize that not only had he made progress with the little girl he was currently rocking to sleep, he was making progress with her, too. She was actually starting to like him, and that wasn’t just foolish, it was potentially dangerous.

“I said ‘your eyes are drifting shut,’” Zach repeated, and Paige smiled, easily picturing Emma’s big blue eyes stubbornly wide open, staring up at him as he tried to coax her to sleep.

She wondered what his air force buddies would think if they could see him now, attempting baby hypnosis. But the silence from the baby monitor told her that he’d not only attempted but succeeded, forcing her to accept that there probably wasn’t anything the man couldn’t do.

Considering that he might seek custody of the little girl, the realization was hardly reassuring.

With a sigh, she picked up her glass and went back outside.

 

Four chapters later, Paige realized that Zach hadn’t made an appearance since he’d gone upstairs to put Emma down for her nap. Curious, she went back into the house and made her way up the stairs.

She found him when she peeked into Emma’s room. The baby was finally asleep in his arms and Zach looked as if he was sleeping, too. She hesitated in the doorway, tempted to leave them undisturbed. But she knew that Emma would sleep better and longer if she was settled in her crib, and Zach would likely end up with a stiff neck if she left him as he was with his head tilted back in the chair.

She slid one hand beneath Emma’s head and the other under her legs, but as she started to lift the sleeping child, Zach’s grip instinctively tightened. Paige had no intention of playing tug-of-war with the baby, but now her hands were trapped.

She could feel the heat emanating from his body, and her own started to tingle. She swallowed and tried to ease away, but his hold on the baby held her just as fast.

She drew in a breath and inhaled his warm masculine scent. Oh, he smelled good. And looked even better.

His T-shirt stretched across his broad shoulders and molded to his pecs, and his jeans hugged his long, lean legs. Had he shown up at her door dressed as casually as he was now, she likely would have melted in a puddle at his feet. But the uniform had made her cautious, urged her to maintain a safe distance. She tried to picture him in that uniform now, but her mind insisted on wanting to undress him instead.

She swallowed, hard, recognizing that she was in big trouble here.

“What are you doing?”

Her gaze flew to Zach’s face.

His eyes were open now, alert, and focused intently on her.

“I, uh—” Oh Lord, his eyes were so blue and so intense that she nearly lost her train of thought. “Emma,” she suddenly remembered. “I was going to put Emma in her crib.”

“I can do it,” Zach said.

“Oh. Of course,” she agreed. “But I was walking by and it looked like you were sleeping, too, and—”

“I just closed my eyes for a minute.”

Paige nodded and tugged her hands free.


Zach rose from the chair with the baby in his arms. “I wouldn’t have dropped her, you know.”

She nodded again because she knew it was true. Because she knew that Zach wouldn’t do anything to harm Emma, and the obvious evidence of his affection for the child was seriously undermining Paige’s resolve to keep him at a distance.

He settled Emma on her mattress, pulled the blanket up over her. “I would protect my daughter with my life.”

Yeah, she’d realized that, too. And how was she supposed to resist a man who so clearly loved the little girl? But she had to ask, “Are you really that convinced—or are you just so stubborn that you can’t consider the possibility, any superficial physical resemblance aside, that she might not be your daughter?”

“Did Olivia sleep around?”

“No,” Paige responded immediately, firmly, in defense of her friend.

“Was she dishonest?”

“No,” she said again, because even though she could see where he was going with these questions, she couldn’t lie to him.

“Then why would I question her claim that I am the father of her child?”

Paige sighed as she followed him out into the hall. “Because most men probably would.”

“I’m not going to lie and say that I was filled with joy and anticipation when I read Olivia’s letter,” he told her, starting down the steps. “The truth is, I was stunned and more than a little panicked. And maybe my first instinct was to deny the possibility. But once I’d had a chance to think about it, I knew that Olivia wouldn’t lie about something like this.”

“I know you’re right,” Paige admitted. “But what if Olivia wasn’t lying but was simply mistaken? It’s not beyond the realm of possibility to think that she had a brief fling with someone else and didn’t consider that the baby might be his.”

“Well, I guess we’ll know the truth soon enough.”

“I guess we will,” she agreed.

“In the meantime…” He paused at the bottom of the staircase and turned to face her.

Because she was still standing on the last step, they were eye to eye. Her fingers curled around the newel post; her breath caught. His gaze dropped to her mouth, as if he wanted to kiss her. Paige started to sway forward, as if she wanted him to kiss her.

Then Zach took a quick step back. “In the meantime, I wanted to talk to you about something.”

She exhaled an unsteady breath. “What’s that?”

“I want to take Emma to California.”

It was a good thing she was still holding on to the post, because his words nearly knocked her feet out from under her. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

She stepped down, moving past him as she tried to get her head around what he was saying. “Don’t you think that’s a little premature?”

He shook his head. “My parents are expecting me in California next week,” he admitted. “I didn’t know what to tell them about Emma. I wasn’t going to tell them anything until the test results came back, but I know she’s mine, Paige. And you know she’s mine. And I want my parents to meet her.”

“You can’t honestly think I’m going to let you take her across the country with you.”

“Of course not,” he acknowledged drily. “But I thought you could come, too.”

She almost laughed out loud at the absurdity of the suggestion. “I can’t just pack up and take off for California.”

“Why not?”

She frowned, realizing that she didn’t have a ready answer to his question, that there was no legitimate reason to refuse his request. And yet, her instincts warned that going anywhere with Zach Crawford was a bad idea. So all she said was, “I’ll think about it.”

 

It was hardly the most promising response, but given that Zach had been prepared for an outright refusal, he was willing to accept it. At least for now.

He could understand why she might have some reservations, especially considering the chemistry that had been simmering between them since the beginning and seemed to be moving toward a full boil.

He knew she wasn’t oblivious to it. At first, he hadn’t been so sure. In fact, she’d seemed so cool and polite and distant, he’d thought the tug of attraction he felt whenever he was near her might have been entirely one-sided.

But recently, he’d noticed the way her gaze would drop away from his, as if she was afraid to maintain eye contact. Or the way she jolted whenever he touched her—even if that touch was the most casual or accidental brush of his hand against her arm. No, she definitely wasn’t oblivious.

He only hoped her wariness wouldn’t prevent her from agreeing to make the trip. He really wanted her to meet his family, to show her that he had parents and sisters who would love and care for Emma because she was part of their family, too.

In the almost ten days that had passed since he’d first come to Pinehurst, he’d barely heard her mention her own family—aside from Ashley and Megan, of course. And remembering Megan’s earlier comment about Paige taking care of Emma on her own, he suspected that she didn’t have a support system. That might be the reason why she was so reluctant to entrust him with any real responsibility where Emma was concerned—because she was just so accustomed to doing everything on her own that she didn’t know how to accept help when it was offered.


Whatever the reasons for her resistance, he knew he didn’t have very much time left to change her mind. His flight was scheduled to leave on Wednesday, and he’d already booked seats for Paige and Emma to go with him.

 

Paige couldn’t sleep. She’d taken a hiatus from the law firm to figure out her plans for the future, but since Zach had shown up at her door, she now had to consider the possibility that Emma might not be part of that future. Because as much as Zach seemed to appreciate the role she’d played in the little girl’s life, the reality was that if he got custody of Emma and was posted to Florida or Arizona or California—which was apparently where his family lived—it wasn’t likely that she would ever see her again.

With that thought weighing heavily on her mind, she gave up even trying to close her eyes and instead pushed back the covers.

She made her way quietly down the stairs to the kitchen, where she found a bottle of her favorite merlot in the wine rack and poured herself a glass. Tucking the receiver for the baby monitor under her arm and carrying the glass in her hand, she slipped out through the patio doors onto the back deck.

The night was dark and quiet, but the sky was bright with stars. She set the monitor and the wine on the table and stretched out on a teak lounger.

She’d had second and third thoughts when she’d packed up everything she could fit in the trunk and backseat of her car and brought Emma to Pinehurst for the summer. She’d thought she would miss her work, her colleagues and clients, and the usual frenetic pace at the firm. She’d thought she would go crazy after only a week in this quiet town where she’d spent the last of her teenage years.

But the town wasn’t as quiet as it used to be. Or maybe it was her own maturity that allowed her to appreciate the slower lifestyle now, that made her see what a wonderful place it would be to raise Emma.

Paige knew she could find work here, if not at one of the firms in town, then by hanging out her own shingle. She was a good attorney and there were always clients who needed representation. The more difficult challenge might be finding a care provider for Emma.

She sighed and reached for her glass of wine, refusing to consider that care for Emma might not be an issue.

A light breeze rustled through the leaves and goose bumps rose on her skin, reminding her that she’d forgotten her robe. The cotton boxers and ribbed tank that were her summer pajamas had seemed warm enough inside, but the early June evening was several degrees cooler than her bedroom. Still, she wasn’t overly concerned about her state of dress—until the patio door slid open again and Zach stepped out into the moonlight.

She hadn’t turned on the outside lights, but enough illumination spilled over from the neighbor’s yard that she could see his heated gaze rake over her, and her skin tingled everywhere it touched.

She was suddenly conscious of her half-dressed state and even more conscious of his. Because Zach was wearing nothing but a pair of jeans that weren’t even buttoned. Without a shirt, she could see that his shoulders were even broader than she’d imagined and perfectly sculpted. And his stomach really did look like a washboard with all of those rippling muscles. As Paige’s eyes skimmed over him, her mouth actually went dry.

If it was shallow to respond in a purely sexual manner to such a well-toned physique, well, then, she was shallow. She was also very close to whimpering.

She swallowed a mouthful of wine instead. “I, uh, thought you were sleeping.”


“I was,” he told her. “Until I heard the patio door slide open.”

His protective instincts were obviously very finely honed—or at least a lot more so than her father’s. Philip Wilder had never noticed when his fourteen-year-old daughter snuck out of the house, or maybe he’d just never cared.

Regardless, she should have remembered that she wasn’t alone in the house and put on a robe. Of course, it was Zach’s presence that had kept her awake—and while she might have excused her inability to sleep as a result of her concerns over Emma’s custody, she knew that was only part of the reason for her restlessness. The other—and maybe even the bigger part—was her awareness of this man.

She was definitely aware of him now. Aware and wanting and fervently cursing her hormones for not having the sense to realize how perilous wanting him could be.

She set down her glass and tucked her legs up against her chest so he couldn’t see the hard peaks of her nipples pressing against the thin cotton of her shirt, so he wouldn’t guess how desperately she wanted him to touch her, kiss her, take her.

She ignored the heat that coursed through her veins and said, “I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

He dropped down onto the lounger beside hers but sat so that he was facing her. “You definitely disturb me.”

Paige thought it was probably wiser not to respond to the blatant innuendo, and so she said nothing. Not even when he reached for the wineglass she’d set down.

He lifted it to his nose, sniffed. His brows rose and he tipped the glass to his lips. There was something strangely intimate about him drinking from her glass, putting his mouth where hers had been.

He swallowed, and his lips curved again. “Stonechurch Vineyards merlot. The silver label Special Reserve.”

“You saw the bottle on the counter,” she guessed.

He shook his head. “My parents run the winery. Or maybe I should say that they used to run the winery. My sister, Hayden, took over most of the operations a few years back.”

The revelation that she was drinking wine his family had made was as surprising as the realization that he had a family. It just wasn’t something she’d thought about until he’d mentioned wanting to take Emma to California.

It was difficult enough to admit that this man might be the little girl’s father, that he would have a legitimate legal claim to custody of the child who had taken complete hold of her heart, but she’d never considered that he might be able to offer her so much more than his name. That he had parents who could be Emma’s grandparents, a sister who could be her aunt and maybe even an extended family who would want to be part of her life.

But all she said was, “I didn’t know you had a sister.”

“Three of them, actually,” he told her.

“You’re one of four kids?” She thought about how busy she was just chasing around after Emma. “Wow, that must have kept your parents busy.”

“I always tease Hayden—she’s the youngest—that they didn’t have more than they could handle until she was born because that’s when they finally quit.”

“What is her response to that?”

“That the real reason they stopped having children was that they’d finally had the perfect one.”

It was the affection she heard in his voice as much as his response that made her smile. “She’s the one who works at the winery?”

He nodded.

“What do your other sisters do?” she asked, genuinely curious about the siblings she’d only just realized he had.

“Lauryn is a doctor and Jocelyn is a college professor.”

“And you fly planes,” she noted, thinking that his parents definitely hadn’t raised any slackers.

He nodded. “It’s all I ever wanted to do.”


“Why the military?”

“I heard a rumor that chicks dig a guy in uniform.”

She smiled because she knew it was the response he expected. And because she didn’t doubt for a minute that he’d found himself the object of countless affections, though she wouldn’t assume that had anything to do with the uniform. Because even out of uniform, in only a pair of unzipped jeans, he was all too appealing.

She took back her glass of wine and swallowed a long, bracing gulp.

“What about you?” he asked. “Did you always know you were going to be a lawyer?”

“No,” she said. “In fact, I was in my second year studying geology when I had to vacate the apartment I was renting because it flooded. I ended up staying with a friend and the landlord took me to small-claims court to sue for nonpayment of rent.

“Of course, there was no way I could afford a lawyer to defend against the claim, so I started researching the law myself. In the end, I countersued for breach of contract, pointing out that I couldn’t be expected to live in an apartment that was eighteen inches underwater.”

“And you won,” he guessed.

She nodded. “That’s when I decided to go to law school.”

He shifted so that his knees were almost touching the side of her chair. The denim looked faded and worn and a lot softer than the rock-hard muscle that flexed beneath the fabric. Good Lord, just looking at the man’s quads had her heart pounding inside her chest and her fingers itching to touch. Instead, she curled them tighter around the glass.

She finished off her wine and stood up so that the lounger was between them. “And that’s where I met Olivia,” she reminded him—reminding both of them—of her close friendship with the woman who had been his lover and had likely given birth to his child.

“I cared about Olivia,” Zach told her, standing to block her access to the door. “I wouldn’t have been involved with her otherwise. But I wasn’t in love with her, and she wasn’t in love with me.”

She lifted a shoulder. “Your relationship with Olivia really isn’t any of my business.”

“And yet you keep throwing her name out whenever the topic of conversation touches on anything remotely personal, as if you’re deliberately putting up barriers between us.”

“She was one of my best friends.”

“Are you afraid that she would disapprove of my being here?”

She shook her head. “According to the letter you showed me, she wanted you to have the chance to get to know Emma.”

“I’m talking about my being here with you.”

“You’re not here with me,” she denied.

He smiled at that.

“I mean—you’re here and I’m here,” she explained, conscious of the heat suffusing her cheeks. “But we’re not together.”

“What if I want to change that?”

She shook her head again. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

He took a step closer. “Well, apparently, we have a difference of opinion.”

She lifted a hand to ward him off and sucked in a breath when her palm came into contact with his bare flesh. He was every bit as solid and warm as he looked, and she wanted—more than anything—to lean closer, to press herself against him, to feel the hard length of his body against hers.

“Zach.” She’d meant to speak his name as a warning. Instead, it sounded like a plea.


He took the empty wineglass from her hand and reached around her to set it back on the table. Then he lifted his hand to her face and gently cupped her cheek. The gesture was so unexpected, so tender, she nearly sighed.

“I just want to kiss you,” he said and brushed his thumb over the curve of her bottom lip, slowly, sensuously.

“Definitely not a good idea,” she said, all too aware that the breathless tone of her voice contradicted her words.

“Another difference of opinion,” he said easily, and lowered his mouth to hers.








Chapter Seven



She should pull away.

Paige knew that would be the smart thing to do. But Zach’s hands were on her face, gentle but firm, holding her immobile beneath the sensual onslaught of his lips. And even if she’d been able to move, the truth was, she didn’t want to.

His kiss was as gentle as his touch—and temptingly seductive. He kissed as she imagined he would make love—because yes, she had imagined not just kissing him but a whole lot more—slowly, deeply and incredibly thoroughly.

With a soft sigh, she parted her lips, meeting his tongue with her own. He tasted of the wine they’d both drank, but somehow his flavor was stronger, richer and even more intoxicating. As if of their own volition, her hands slid over the hard planes of his chest, over the tight muscles of his shoulders, to link behind his neck.

His fingers trailed down her throat, skimmed across her collarbone, then traced along the line of her spine, moving slowly downward until they curved around her bottom and pulled her closer. She felt the hard press of his arousal at the juncture of her thighs and moaned.

His kiss wasn’t so gentle now. It was hot and hungry and so fiercely passionate that it made her shiver. Not because she was afraid, but because her own desire was just as powerful and overwhelming.

She was hardly a virgin, but nothing in her experience had prepared her for being kissed by Zach Crawford. The kiss went on and on, and with each racing beat of her heart, the wanting inside of her grew stronger.

She didn’t know how far things might have gone if he’d wanted to push for more. But he didn’t push at all. In fact, he was the one who eventually eased away.

“I think you should go back up to bed now,” he whispered.

Her blood was still churning, her pulse pounding, her knees weak, but when he spoke, his voice was level and so carefully controlled that she might have thought the bone-melting kiss they’d just shared had no effect on him. Until she looked up at him, and the fire that continued to burn in his eyes proved otherwise.

To be wanted so much by such a man was…exhilarating. To want him so much that she couldn’t think about anything else was…terrifying.

She ordered her trembling legs to move and stepped toward the door. “Good night.”

 

Zach watched Paige slip back inside the house, and it took every ounce of his willpower not to follow. But he knew that what he needed right now was space—distance from the far-too-tempting woman who had him all tied up in knots.

Damn. He never should have kissed her.

If he hadn’t, he’d still be in the fantasy stage of wondering if her lips were as soft as they looked, if her taste was as sweet as he imagined. But the wondering had been driving him to distraction, and so he’d stopped speculating and started kissing—and the jolt of heat had seared him right down to his toes.

Chemistry between a man and woman was an unpredictable thing. Sometimes it was there, sometimes it wasn’t. He’d been attracted to other women before, and he’d learned that sometimes the chemistry sparked and sometimes it fizzled. With Paige, it was positively explosive.

A man had to be crazy to walk away from that kind of heat. Except that, in this case, Zach was all too aware that his efforts to stoke the flames between them could very well result in his getting burned.

And as much as he wanted Paige, he wouldn’t do anything that might jeopardize his relationship with the daughter he’d only just found. If he hadn’t already done so.

Because while he’d told himself it was “just a kiss”—and told her the same thing—they both knew it was a lie. There was nothing “just” about the kiss they’d shared. It wasn’t a simple touching of lips that was over and done. No, the kiss they’d shared had been a prelude to and a promise of so much more.

And she’d been an equal participant in the kiss. Yeah, maybe he’d started it—but within a few seconds, she’d been just as involved in the lip-lock as he and making just as many promises.

Thankfully, he’d learned a long time ago about the dangers of trusting in a woman’s promises, and he wouldn’t let himself get sucked in again.

Ever.

 

Paige had promised Zach that she would think about going to California with him, but the more she thought about it, the more she was sure that traveling across the country with him wasn’t a good idea. Unfortunately, she wasn’t prepared to share with him the real reason for her apprehension—namely, that she had a hard enough time resisting temptation in her own backyard without giving him the home-field advantage.

But by Monday, Zach was really pressing for a response to his invitation, and when Paige continued to hedge, he asked, “Is it because I kissed you?”

“Of course not,” she lied, because to admit otherwise would be to give the kiss far more significance than she was willing to acknowledge.

“Because we won’t be alone there,” he told her, as if he understood the real reason for her hesitation despite her denials.

She lifted her chin. “I’m not worried about being alone with you.”

Zach’s gaze dropped to her mouth. His own curved.

“Then what are you worried about?” he challenged.

“Emma,” she said immediately. “She’s already been through one recent move, and I’m not sure how she’d tolerate traveling all the way to the West Coast.”

“I’m sure she’ll be fine.”

“And have you ever traveled with a baby?” she asked, because she was sure the answer would be “no.” “Do you have any idea how much stuff we would have to haul with us? There’s her porta-crib and her booster seat and her car seat and—”

“My sister Lauryn has two kids,” he told her. “When Regan, her eldest, was born, my parents redid Lauryn’s room as a nursery, so they have a crib and a change table and a rocking chair and a high chair and one of those exersaucer things and more toys than you could imagine.”

“I just think, at this time, it makes more sense for you to make the trip on your own,” she suggested.

But Zach shook his head. “If you and Emma won’t go with me, then I won’t go at all.”


She shouldn’t care whether he went to California or not, but she knew that his family did. He’d been overseas for the past two years and during that time, he’d been in contact with them only via e-mail and the occasional phone call.

Aside from how much she knew Zach wanted to see them, she knew what it would mean to them to be able to see him in person—because she knew what it had meant to her every time her dad had returned from an assignment. But that was ancient history.

“The test results should be in next week,” she hedged. “Maybe we should wait until then.”

“I’ve already changed my flight once,” he reminded her.

She sighed. “You’re talking about a flight that’s leaving in two days. I might not even be able to get a ticket—”

“I’ll take care of that,” Zach told her.

Still she hesitated.

“Please, Paige.”

It was the entreaty in those blue, blue eyes even more than the plea in his words that tipped the scales. “All right,” she finally agreed.

 

But two days later, as their plane touched down in San Francisco, Paige wasn’t feeling any more certain about her decision.

“I’m really not sure this is a good idea,” she told him.

Zach reached into the overhead bin for her carry-on. “It’s a little late now to be having second thoughts.”

“I’ve had them since you first mentioned this trip,” she reminded him, setting Emma on her feet. “They’re just a lot more insistent right now.”

“Everything’s going to be fine.”

“I just think this is a little premature. I mean, what if it turns out that you’re not Emma’s father?”

At first, Zach had seemed both baffled and frustrated by her continuing denials of Emma’s paternity. Now, he just seemed amused.

“Then at least you’ll have had a chance to explore California wine country with a native,” he said easily.

“Is it really that simple for you?”

“No,” he admitted. “But I’ve never been the type to worry about ‘what ifs.’”

“Not even when you’re flying?” she asked, genuinely curious.

“Especially not when I’m flying. The absolute last thing you want when you’re in control of a fifteen-million-dollar plane is for your mind to be wandering.”

“I guess that makes sense,” she acknowledged. “But—”

Whatever she was going to say was forgotten when she caught a glimpse of the tall, stunning blonde who suddenly appeared and threw her arms around Zach.

“I can’t believe you’re finally home.” She kissed first one cheek, then the other, then hugged him tight again.

Zach cast a guilty glance in Paige’s direction. “What are you doing here, Hayden?”

“You haven’t been home in two years,” the blonde reminded him. “I was worried that you might not remember the way.”

“I told you I didn’t need a welcoming committee at the airport.”

“I’m not a committee, I’m your sister. And since when have I ever listened to you?”

He sighed. “Good point,” he acknowledged, then turned her around to face Paige and Emma. “This is my sister, Hayden.”

But before he could introduce them to his sister, Hayden’s eyes grew wide. “Ohmygod.”

And in that moment Paige knew that he had just sprung a big surprise on his sister and all her doubts and uncertainties about this trip multiplied tenfold. When he’d insisted that he wanted his family to meet Emma, she’d figured that they knew about her. Hayden’s reaction proved otherwise.

“This is Paige,” he continued. “And the little girl she’s holding is Emma.”

Hayden shifted her attention from the baby to Zach. “She’s yours.”

It was a statement, not a question, but Paige felt compelled to interject. “We’re still waiting for the DNA results from the lab.”

“She has Zach’s eyes—Crawford eyes,” Hayden pointed out.

She reached out a hand, as if to touch the little girl’s cheek, but Emma turned away, burying her face against Paige’s shoulder.

Hayden’s hand dropped back to her side, and when she looked at Paige now, her own blue, blue eyes were as hard and cold as ice. “Why would you deny it? You obviously got pregnant to trap my brother—”

“Hayden,” Zach interrupted sharply.

The blonde shifted her annoyance to him.

“Paige isn’t Emma’s mother.” He spoke again before she could.

But the furrow that creased her brow suggested that his words added to rather than detracted from his sister’s confusion. “Then why is she here with you?”

“Emma’s mom was killed in a car accident several months ago, and Paige has been taking care of the baby since then.”

“Oh.” There was both embarrassment and apology in Hayden’s voice now. “I’m sorry,” she said to Paige. “I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions.”

“It’s okay,” Paige assured her. “I didn’t realize that Zach hadn’t explained who I was.” She shot him a glance that let him know she wasn’t pleased by that fact.

“Zach didn’t explain anything. He just said he was coming home,” she explained. “He didn’t mention that he was bringing anyone with him, and when I saw the baby, well, I just assumed—obviously mistakenly—that she was yours.”

“Olivia, Emma’s mother, was a good friend of mine.”

“I’m guessing there’s a story here,” Hayden said.

“And one that I don’t intend to repeat more than once,” Zach told her. “So you’re going to have to wait until we get home to hear it.”

“How about a preview?” his sister asked, taking one of the suitcases from him and starting toward the exit.

“No,” he said firmly.

Paige, carrying Emma, struggled to keep pace with him. Although she could understand his sister’s curiosity, she had her own concerns.

“You didn’t tell anyone we were coming?” She whispered the question behind Hayden’s back.

“It wasn’t something I felt comfortable trying to explain to my parents on the phone,” he admitted.

“So we’re going to show up at their home unannounced and uninvited?”

“It’s my parents’ home—I don’t need to be announced or invited.”

“What about Emma and me?”

“You’re my guests,” he said simply.

“Unannounced and uninvited guests,” she muttered, more convinced than ever that coming to California had been a mistake.

 

Paige’s apprehension increased throughout the drive.

Within a few minutes, Emma had fallen asleep, leaving Paige to her own thoughts. She watched the countryside as it passed outside the window, but she was too worried about how Zach’s mother and father would react to their arrival to fully appreciate the beautiful scenery.

She didn’t even realize they’d turned off of the highway until she spotted the sign that announced Stonechurch Estates Winery. Farther down the long, winding drive was a stunning two-story stone building with dozens of gleaming windows and wrought-iron balconies surrounded by gardens already spilling over with colorful blooms.

“Is that where you grew up?” she asked Zach and Hayden, thinking it looked more like a five-star hotel than anyone’s home.

Hayden chuckled as Zach half-turned in his seat to respond to her question. “No. That’s the château, as my mother likes to call it.”

“To the rest of us, it’s the winery,” his sister informed her.

“That’s some winery,” she mused.

“The building also houses the tasting bar, wine boutique and gift shop, café and three private event rooms,” Hayden continued. “Outside the gift shop, although you can’t see it from this side, is an enormous pergola that shades half a dozen picnic tables. We get a lot of tourists who like to eat their lunch—either purchased from the café or brought from home—outside.”

“Don’t get her started,” Zach warned. “The winery is her baby now.”

“And not a surprise I sprang on Mom and Dad,” Hayden teased.

Zach shot her a quelling glance.

The knots in Paige’s stomach tightened.

 

In retrospect, Zach would have to agree with Paige that springing a baby and the baby’s guardian on his parents with no warning might not have been the best idea he’d ever had. However, his mom and dad responded to Emma precisely as he knew they would—they fell in love with her at first sight.

They were a little more reserved with respect to Paige. Of course, Hayden didn’t help the situation any when she blurted out the introductions.

“Zach brought company,” she announced to their parents. “The baby is his. I’m not sure if Paige is, but she’s not Emma’s mother.”

“Well, thanks for clearing that up.”

Hayden grinned unapologetically in response to her mother’s dry remark.

“I’m Kathleen,” Zach’s mom said, offering her hand and a smile to Paige.

Paige shifted Emma’s weight slightly to shake her hand, then that of the man standing behind her. “I’m Justin.”

“Paige Wilder,” she told them. “And, as Hayden already mentioned, this is Emma.”

At that, Emma opened her eyes and glanced around. Then she let out a huge yawn, and her lids drifted shut again.

“She’s beautiful,” Kathleen said softly.

“And she’s definitely not a newborn,” Justin commented, looking questioningly at his son.

“Any chance we could get a cup of coffee?” Zach asked.

He knew he was going to have to answer their questions—and face their wrath—and he desperately wanted a hit of caffeine before he had to do so.

“Hayden,” his mom began.

“I’m on it,” his sister acknowledged, already moving toward the front door.

“Why don’t you come on into the kitchen while the men unload the luggage?” Kathleen suggested to Paige.

Paige cast him a worried glance, as if she was afraid she’d have to face the inquisition alone. “I should help Zach with the bags.”

“I’d say you already have your hands full,” Kathleen noted, indicating the baby in her arms.

“I’ll just be a minute,” Zach assured her.


With a last desperate look, Paige followed his mother into the house, and Zach followed his father back to Hayden’s car.

 

Kathleen Crawford led Paige through the front door and into an enormous foyer with numerous entrances into other rooms and a wide, curving staircase that led to the upper level. She headed down the tiled hallway and into an enormous kitchen that looked as if it could be photographed for a spread in a decorating magazine. Several of the glossy mahogany cupboards had glass doors that displayed what she imagined were the everyday dishes. Solid wood chairs were set around an oversize table on which sat a lovely glass bowl filled with apples so green and so shiny Paige couldn’t tell if they were real or decorative.

“What a gorgeous kitchen,” Paige told her.

“We remodeled last summer, and I have to admit I’m pleased with it,” Kathleen said, “But I’ll warn you that other parts of the house are still works in progress.

“The original foundation of the home was laid nearly a hundred and fifty years ago. Of course, there have been several additions put on since then, and we’ve done a lot of updating and remodeling, but there’s still so much yet to do.”

“I love old houses,” Paige confessed. “They have so much character.”

“A dozen or so years ago, when we were building the château, Justin and I talked about building a new house, too, but neither one of us had the heart to tear this one down.”

“I wouldn’t, either,” Paige told her, then exhaled a silent sigh of relief when she heard heavy footsteps in the hall.

A moment later, Zach and his dad stepped into the room.

“I just got a message from Emilio,” Justin said to Hayden. “Asking if you could check in with him when you get a chance and before the three-o’clock tour, if possible.”


She glanced at her watch, swore softly.

“Hayden,” her mother admonished.

“Sorry,” she muttered automatically. Then, to her father, “Do I have to go now?”

“Why are you asking me?” Justin countered, as he settled himself at the table. “You’re the CEO now.”

His daughter sighed. “I hate when you pull out the CEO card, because then I feel like I have to live up to the title.”

“That’s why we gave it to you,” her father admitted.

She filled a mug from the freshly brewed pot and carried it toward the back door. “It was nice meeting you, Paige,” she said over her shoulder. “And I’ll look forward to hearing all of the details later.”

“I’m not telling you anything,” her brother answered, pouring coffee into the other four mugs she’d taken out earlier and set on the counter.

“Yes, you will. Because if you don’t, I’ll make up my own version,” she warned just before the door closed at her back.

Justin shook his head. “They’ve been like that with each other since they were children,” he told Paige.

“They’re still our children,” his wife reminded him. Then she turned to her son. “And speaking of children…”

Zach took the mugs to the table and, while they drank their coffee, he explained the situation as he’d become aware of it, with Paige filling in the occasional detail and some of the history and his parents interjecting with questions every now and again.

By the time all of their inquiries had been satisfied, Paige was yawning.

“I’m sorry,” she apologized, trying to stifle yet another yawn.

“Emma had a rough night,” Zach explained to his parents. “So neither Paige nor I got much rest before we had to head out this morning.”


“She’s teething,” Paige explained.

“So you two are—” Justin cleared his throat, as if he was uncomfortable even asking the question “—living together?”

“No,” Paige responded quickly, firmly. “Zach has been staying with me so that he could spend some time getting to know Emma.”

“Oh, well, I guess that makes sense,” Kathleen said, looking to her husband for confirmation, although she didn’t sound entirely convinced herself.

“I’m living in Pinehurst, New York, right now,” Paige explained. “Which is a significant distance from where Zach lives. He’s been sleeping in the spare room so that he doesn’t have to drive back and forth all the time.”

“So it’s just an arrangement of convenience,” Zach’s father concluded.

“Yes,” Paige assured her.

“So who has custody of Emma now?” Kathleen asked.

“I do,” Paige told her. “Because Olivia named me her legal guardian and the father was listed as unknown on her birth certificate, the court had no reason not to approve my application.”

“And what will happen when you get the DNA test results?”

“We’ll figure that out then,” Zach said.

His mother didn’t look happy with that response, but she only said, “I can show you to the guest room, Paige, if you want to rest before dinner.”

“I would love to,” she said gratefully.

“Do you want me to take Emma?” Zach asked.

Paige knew he was simply offering to look after Emma only while she caught a quick nap, but his choice of words rekindled the terrifying fear that had only recently started to ease.

Spending time with Zach and Emma, she’d actually begun to hope that they might find a way to work together. But being here with him now, with his family, made her realize that he didn’t need her help. And that he probably wouldn’t want it, either.

“No, I’ve got her,” she said, and followed his mother back through the kitchen to the foyer and up that winding staircase she’d admired.

“This used to be Jocelyn’s room,” Kathleen explained. “We redecorated when she moved out, but that was quite a few years ago now. There’s another guest room down the hall that was redone more recently, but this one is closer to the nursery and I thought you’d prefer to be near Emma.”

“I would,” Paige agreed. “And this is beautiful, really.”

“It has a great view, anyway,” Kathleen said, moving across the room to the window. “That is, if you like looking at grapes.”

Paige smiled. “I do, thank you.”

Kathleen moved back to the door, hovered there for a moment. In the end, all she said was, “Let me know if you need anything,” and then she was gone.

 

Paige didn’t manage to squeeze in much of a nap before Emma woke up from hers and demanded her attention. But it had revived her enough so that she was happy to explore the backyard with the toddler. Zach must have been watching for them because only a few minutes after they’d ventured outdoors, he came to join them.

He gave them an impromptu tour of the grounds, including some history of the area, a discourse on the life cycle of the grape and a crash course in the process of making wine.

Later, they had a quiet meal with just his parents since Hayden had an important business dinner she couldn’t miss. Her recent bouts of crabbiness apparently forgotten, Emma was her usual charming self at dinner, and Paige could tell that both of Zach’s parents were immediately enchanted by her.

On the whole, Paige thought the day had gone better than she’d anticipated, but when she settled back into bed later that night, she acknowledged that her feelings about Zach Crawford were now more confused than ever.

The first day, when he’d shown up at her door in uniform, she’d been sure she knew exactly who and what he was. But she’d been looking at him through her own experience and prejudice, and she’d finally begun to realize how very wrong she’d been.

He was a military man, but unlike her father, there was so much more to him than just that. He was a family man—a son, a brother, an uncle. Maybe a father. Emma’s father. And the more time she spent with him, the more she was beginning to realize that having Zach for a father might not be a horrible experience for Emma. In fact, he’d been nothing short of wonderful with the little girl.

Sure, he had a lot to learn, but he was tackling the challenges of fatherhood with enthusiasm and determination. He wasn’t afraid to admit that he didn’t know everything, and he wasn’t too proud to ask for help. And when Paige watched him with Emma, her heart just melted.

He was interested and attentive and patient, and he seemed to genuinely enjoy spending time with her. And Emma absolutely doted on him. Once she’d gotten over her initial trepidation, she’d fallen head over heels.

Paige couldn’t blame her. What experience did the toddler have that would enable her to resist his effortless charm and easy affection? Paige herself had all kinds of reasons for being wary and even she wasn’t completely immune to Zach.

The kiss they’d shared—the way it had singed every nerve ending in her body—proved that. And if she hadn’t been hyperaware of him before that kiss, she certainly was now.

But Zach hadn’t made a move since then. Maybe he’d only been curious, and that single kiss had been enough to satisfy his curiosity. It had only piqued hers.

If he could make her feel so much with just the touch of his lips to hers, what would happen if he ever really touched her? If he ever made love with her?

She shoved those questions—and the almost-painful yearning—aside and pushed out of bed.

Although she hadn’t heard a peep from the baby monitor, she decided to check on Emma. It was the little girl’s first night in a strange place, in an unfamiliar bed, and she wanted to ensure that she was settled in okay.

Paige was reaching for the doorknob when she remembered being caught by Zach in her pj’s once before and detoured back to get her robe. Her heart pounded with the memory as she shoved her arms in the sleeves and wrapped the belt around her waist.

Using the light in the hall to guide her, Paige tiptoed into Emma’s room, only to confirm that the baby was tucked in with her favorite blanket and sleeping peacefully.

She had just turned back to the door when Zach stepped into the room.

“I thought I heard Emma stirring,” he explained.

“It was probably just me,” Paige told him. “She’s fine.”

“Can’t sleep?”

Can’t stop thinking about you, Paige thought, but of course, she didn’t speak the words aloud.

“Just feeling a little restless,” she said instead.

“Want a glass of wine to help you settle?”

“No,” she responded quickly. Too quickly.

He smiled knowingly, and she knew then that he hadn’t forgotten about the kiss. When his gaze dropped to her lips, she knew that he was thinking of kissing her again.

She took a step back—a retreat that was as much emotional as it was physical.


“I’m afraid that I may have given you the wrong idea,” she told him.

“About what?”

“My reasons for agreeing to this trip.”

“You made it clear that you’re only here because I wanted my family to meet Emma.”

“That’s true,” she acknowledged.

“But I wanted my family to meet you, too,” he told her.

She was surprised by the statement, and more than a little unnerved by the way he was looking at her. “Why?”

“Because you’re the most important person in Emma’s life right now.” His gaze caught hers, and even through the shadows, she felt the heat of his stare, causing an answering warmth to spread through her veins. “And because you’re important to me, too.”

“Because of Emma,” she said.

“For a lot of reasons I’m not entirely sure I understand myself,” he told her.

“Don’t make this any more complicated than it already is,” she pleaded softly.

“Do you think I chose for this to happen?” he asked, the husky tone of his voice making the words feel as intimate as a caress.

“There is no this.”

He took another step closer. “Are you saying that if I touched you now, you could just walk away?”

“I would walk away,” she insisted.

And she did just that before he could prove her wrong.








Chapter Eight



Zach let Paige go.

He could have stopped her. He didn’t doubt that for a minute. He could have blocked her path and made her face not just him but the feelings that were between them. Feelings that he knew she wasn’t ready to acknowledge.

Feelings that he wasn’t sure he was ready to acknowledge.

That was why he let her go. And why he wouldn’t get any sleep right now knowing that Paige was in her bed just across the hall.

So he headed to the kitchen instead, and found his mother there with a cup of decaf coffee and a slice of leftover lemon meringue pie.

Her brows rose when he walked into the room.

“I can’t believe you’re not exhausted,” she said. “I am exhausted,” he admitted. “I just can’t sleep.”


“I guess it’s not surprising that you would have a lot on your mind.”

He found the pie in the refrigerator and cut himself a piece. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Emma.”

“If you’d known that your girlfriend was pregnant and didn’t tell us, I’d be kicking your ass,” she told him. “But under the circumstances, there’s no need to apologize.”

Her no-nonsense attitude and unconditional love were only two of the things he loved about her, and as he sat down across from her and scooped up a forkful of tangy lemon filling, he thought about how truly lucky he was to have been given such wonderful parents.

But then she asked, “Did you love Emma’s mother?”

And he remembered that, wonderful though she was, she didn’t always understand the concept of boundaries.

He winced as his fork clattered against the plate. “Mom—”

“I know love isn’t always necessary—or even desired—for two people to be intimate,” Kathleen said. “I just wondered about your feelings for the woman who had your child.”

“I cared about her,” he said at last.

“But you love Paige,” his mother guessed.

He’d only recently admitted—and only to himself—that he had feelings for Emma’s guardian. He wasn’t yet ready to put a label on those feelings, and he certainly wasn’t ready to make that emotional leap.

So instead of admitting or denying her claim, he said, “I’ve never known anyone like her. She’s beautiful and smart, compassionate and caring. She’s ready to change her life for Emma—in a lot of ways, she already has.”

Unlike Heather, who’d claimed to love him but hadn’t been willing to make the slightest compromise for their future together. So long as he’d been in training in California, everything had been great. The minute he’d been posted out of state, she’d turned her back on him.


“So maybe it’s not surprising that you’d fall in love with her,” his mother noted. “But how does she feel about you?”

“You mean you haven’t got that all figured out?”

Her lips curved in response to his teasing, but the smile quickly faded.

“She’s guarded,” she said, her tone reflecting her worry. “She’s wonderful with Emma and it’s obvious that she loves that little girl, but it’s not easy to know what she’s thinking or feeling about anything else.”

“I guess you have her figured out,” Zach mused.

His mother shook her head. “She’s even more guarded around you, and I can’t figure out if that’s because of Emma or if there’s some other reason for her caution.”

“She has issues with my career,” Zach admitted.

His mother frowned. “What kind of issues?”

“I don’t know exactly. I know her father was in the military and she had something of a transient childhood.”

“And she doesn’t want that for Emma,” she guessed.

He nodded.

“I can understand why that would be a concern.”

“I thought you’d be on my side.”

“I want what’s best for my granddaughter.”

He smiled. “And you don’t have any doubts that she is your granddaughter, do you?”

“Not from the first minute she opened her eyes.”

“I felt the same way when I saw her. I was stunned, more than a little panicked, but absolutely certain that she was mine.”

“But Paige still isn’t convinced.”

“I think Paige doesn’t want to acknowledge that Emma is my daughter because she’s worried about the repercussions from a legal standpoint.”

“You know, if you let Paige know that you want to be with her as much as you want to be with your daughter, you might alleviate a lot of her worry,” his mother suggested.


“I’m working on it,” he admitted.

“Then I have no doubt you’ll succeed.”

 

The next night there was a family dinner to celebrate Zach’s homecoming, which gave Paige the opportunity to meet the rest of his siblings.

His sister Lauryn showed up with her husband, Sam, and their two kids, four-year-old Regan and two-and-half-year-old Shane. She remembered Zach telling her that Lauryn was a doctor and she learned through conversation that her husband was an anesthesiologist and that they’d met, not surprisingly, at the hospital.

Zach’s middle sister, Jocelyn, looked more like a cover model than a college professor, although her boyfriend, Luke, definitely looked like the accountant that he was. Or maybe Paige just had a chip on her shoulder as far as his profession was concerned because Ashley’s cheating ex-fiancé had been an accountant, too. Of course, everything had worked out for her cousin in the end, so she decided she would make a conscious effort not to hold Luke’s choice of career against him.

Hayden was the last to show up, which was surprising because she was the only one who still lived at home. Paige was in the kitchen, chopping vegetables for the salad, when Zach’s youngest sister finally arrived.

“Something smells good,” she said, and leaned over the stove to kiss her mother’s cheek.

“Chicken Parmesan,” Kathleen told her.

“Mmm. One of my favorites.”

“Anything’s your favorite, so long as you don’t have to cook it,” her mother noted.

“True enough.” Hayden snagged a slice of cucumber from Paige’s chopping board.

Her mother slapped her hand. “You can wait until we sit down to eat like everyone else.”


“When will that be?” Hayden wanted to know.

“We’d be eating now if you’d been here earlier to help,” Kathleen told her.

“I’ll put the rolls on the table,” Hayden said and, taking a basket in each hand, ducked out of the kitchen to do just that.

Kathleen sighed. “Sometimes I wonder where I went wrong with that girl.”

Paige dumped the veggies into the enormous bowl of lettuce that had been washed and torn earlier. “I only hope I can do half as good a job raising Emma as you’ve done with all of your children.”

Zach’s mom smiled. “I know I don’t really have cause to complain, but as a mother, I can’t seem to stop worrying about her—worrying about all of them, actually.” She glanced over at Paige. “Of course, I’m sure you’ve learned that with Emma already.”

Paige shrugged. “I’m not really Emma’s mother,” she felt compelled to remind her.

“You are now, in every way that matters,” Kathleen told her, then went to call the rest of the family for dinner.

 

Dinner was, as Crawford family gatherings usually were, a noisy event. It was also a belated surprise celebration of Emma’s first birthday, although Zach hadn’t told Paige what he’d planned because he’d wanted it to be a surprise for her, too.

“I know it’s not really her birthday,” Zach said, watching as Emma grabbed for a big pink frosting flower from the top of the enormous cake his mother had baked and decorated. “But because I wasn’t around when it was, I wanted to do something special for her.”

“I’d say you succeeded,” Paige told him.

“She does look like she’s having fun.”


“Are you kidding? She’s the center of attention and her whole body is revved up on sugar—of course she’s having fun.”

Zach noted that while Paige continued to watch Emma, her own plate of cake sat untouched beside her.

“I know she’s too young to remember this day,” she said a few minutes later, “but it says a lot that you went to the effort.”

“It wasn’t a big deal.”

“Are you kidding? The balloons and party hats and the cake. Not to mention the presents that you and your parents and your sisters all lavished upon her. Now I know what your mysterious errands were all about this morning.”

“Well, what kind of a first birthday would it be without a party?” Zach asked.

Her lips curved a little in response to his question, but he noticed that the smile didn’t quite chase the shadows from her eyes.

“Will you promise me something?” she asked him.

“Sure,” he agreed easily, ready to promise her anything.

“Promise that you won’t ever forget her birthday.”

“Of course I won’t,” he said, stunned that she would even suggest such a thing.

“I mean it, Zach. I know there will be times that you won’t be able to celebrate with her, but wherever you are, whatever you’re doing, try to at least give her a call, let her know you’re thinking about her.”

Something in the earnestness of her tone warned Zach that Paige wasn’t just thinking about Emma now, and although he’d suspected that she had some unresolved issues with her father, it was even more apparent to him now that she was still carrying the scars of his disinterest and neglect.

“I promise that Emma will never have cause to doubt how important she is to me,” he told her.


Paige nodded, apparently satisfied.

Zach was anything but, and his curiosity about her past—and her relationship with her own father in particular—had definitely been piqued.

 

The day after Emma’s birthday party, Paige decided to take Hayden up on her offer of a tour of the winery. But when Zach’s sister was summoned to participate in an overseas conference call, Justin Crawford stepped in to take over.

The first time Paige had met him, she’d realized she was looking at the man Zach would be about twenty-five years in the future. Justin was as tall as his son and solidly built, with a little more gray sprinkled through his hair and deeper lines at the corners of his blue eyes. But he was still a very good-looking man and absolutely charming.

He easily picked up where his daughter had left off, but whereas Hayden had stuck to the facts, Justin liked to mix family history in with details about the wine-making process.

“Hayden is the fourth generation of Crawfords to make wine at Stonechurch Estates Winery,” Justin informed her proudly.

“It must be nice to have a legacy to pass on to your children,” Paige commented.

“It’s as much a responsibility as a legacy,” Zach’s father told her. “And for a while, Kate and I weren’t sure any of the kids wanted it.

“From the time he was knee-high, Zach was determined to fly airplanes, Lauryn was born to be a doctor and Jocelyn always wanted to be a teacher. As for Hayden, well, let’s just say that Kate and I went through a period where we thought our youngest daughter’s sole goal in life was to turn our hair gray.

“And then, just when we were convinced she would never find her focus, she came home from college one day and said ‘I want to make wine.’ At first, I wasn’t sure she meant it. And for a long while, I worried that she’d taken it as the easy route.”

“Hard to imagine, considering how passionate she is about the business,” Paige noted.

“And I’m grateful that she is. I hated to think that almost a hundred years of making wine would be lost when I retired.”

“You spend an awful lot of time in the winery for someone who is supposedly retired.”

He chuckled. “You’ve been talking to my wife.”

“I have,” she admitted. “But from what I can see, she’s just as busy as you are.”

“It’s hard to cut yourself off from something that was your life for so long,” he said, just as Hayden returned to the office to retrieve some files.

“No one’s asking you to cut yourself off,” his daughter said. “But a little easing away would be appreciated.”

“We’ll be out of your hair for two whole weeks in November,” he reminded her.

“If I haven’t pulled it all out by then,” Hayden grumbled.

“Where are you going in November?” Paige asked.

“Kate and I are escaping on a Mediterranean cruise to celebrate our fortieth anniversary,” Justin replied.

“Forty years,” Paige mused. “That definitely sounds like something to celebrate.”

“If he lives that long,” Hayden muttered. “I might bludgeon him with a wine bottle and stuff his body in an oak cask before then.”

“You wouldn’t do such a thing,” her father said confidently. “You wouldn’t risk contaminating the wine.”

His daughter’s smile was grudging. “True enough. And I wouldn’t do it before the San Francisco Chronicle Wine Competition because I want to see you eat your words when Hayden’s Reserve gets rave reviews from all of the judges.”


“I’ll happily do so, as long as I have a nice glass of Stonechurch Estates merlot to wash them down with.”

Hayden shook her head, tucked the files under her arm and walked out, Justin’s chuckle following behind her.

“Did I miss something there?” Paige asked.

“She’s been experimenting with a new vintage,” Justin explained.

“And you disapprove?”

“On the contrary—I’m both pleased with and proud of what she’s done, but when Hayden first developed the wine, she wanted me to take the lead with it.

“I wanted her to have enough faith in it to put her name on it, and now she has. Now she’s as much a winemaker as Zach is a pilot,” he said. “Of course, a career shouldn’t completely define a person, but the right career is an important key to a happy life.”

“The first time I met Zach, he was in uniform,” Paige told his dad. “And I thought that uniform completely defined who he was. But seeing him here, with his family, I’ve realized it’s only a part of the whole.”

She’d also realized that she liked the man he was. His obvious attachment to and affection for his family, his sense of loyalty and responsibility, his sense of humor. There was a lot more to him than she’d originally thought, and her feelings for him were getting more and more complicated.

Since taking custody of Emma, she hadn’t had the time or energy to pursue any kind of personal relationships. Nor had she missed the casual flirtations and meaningless hookups that were so prevalent in the dating scene. And truthfully, she’d never had a relationship that was anything more than that. Not since she’d gotten over her infatuation with Matt Sanders, anyway.

Her feelings for Zach were already stronger and deeper than anything she’d ever felt for any other man, and she knew that if she wasn’t careful, she could fall for not only Zach but his whole family.

“Just as, I’m sure,” Justin continued, drawing her attention back to their conversation, “being a lawyer is only part of who you are.”

“And a lesser part than it used to be,” Paige admitted.

Justin nodded his understanding. “I can’t imagine how difficult it’s been for you to juggle child care with a demanding career.”

“There are days when I wish I’d chosen corporate law instead of family law,” she admitted. “Because I go home to Emma and I just can’t understand how some parents get so caught up in their personal grievances and demands that they lose sight of what’s best for the children.”

“Do you know much about other kinds of law?” he asked curiously.

“Why—are you looking for some legal advice?”

He smiled. “No, but I have a friend whose son is looking to take a new partner into his firm.”

Paige was humbled by the suggestion that he might recommend her. “But…I’m not even licensed to practice in California.”

“How do you get licensed?”

“I’d have to write the state bar exam.”

“Is that a big deal?”

“Yeah, it’s a pretty big deal,” she told him.

“Well, I just thought I’d put the idea out there,” he said. “Because we’d sure love to be able to see more of you and your little girl.”

 

After her tour of the winery, Paige spent some time playing in the pool with Emma. Zach’s mom returned from a luncheon meeting with a customer just as they were drying off. When she saw an obviously sleepy Emma rubbing her eyes, she asked if she could take the little girl inside to get her ready for her nap. Because Kathleen had been nothing but gracious and helpful, Paige didn’t see how she could refuse.

So she sat alone with her thoughts—and still in her two-piece bathing suit—when Zach came down to the pool a few minutes later. She glanced over at the chair where she’d left her towel but knew that going out of her way to cover up her body would only draw more attention to it. Besides, the black halter-style top and boy-short bottoms were actually quite modest.

Or so she believed until Zach’s eyes skimmed over her in a way that made her feel as if she was completely naked.

“You’ve been in the pool,” he noted.

She nodded. “Emma loves the water.”

“Where is Emma?”

“Napping.”

He sat down beside her, nudged her shoulder gently with his own. “Wanna go skinny-dipping?”

“No. But thanks for the offer,” she said drily.

“I didn’t mean right now,” he said. “I was thinking maybe later, when it’s dark and—” The teasing glint faded from his eyes when he saw the glimmer of tears in her. “What happened, Paige? What’s wrong?”

She hastily swiped at the lone drop that had slipped onto her cheek. “Nothing.”

“I realize I don’t know you very well, but I don’t think you’re the type of woman to cry over ‘nothing.’”

She sighed. “It’s your parents—”

She didn’t get any further than that before he interrupted.

“What happened? Did one of them say something to upset you?”

His willingness to immediately and automatically defend her against some imagined slight made her smile, though her eyes were still blurred with tears. “No, no one said or did anything. Your parents are…wonderful.”


He frowned. “Then what’s the problem?”

“That is the problem.”

“Okay, now I’m really confused.”

“Your whole family is wonderful.”

“Well, I’ve always thought so,” he agreed, a little hesitantly.

“And they absolutely dote on Emma.”

“She’s family.”

His response was both simple and heartfelt and she knew that it was true. From the minute both Kathleen and Justin had set eyes on the little girl, she had been theirs, completely accepted and unconditionally loved.

“It’s really that easy for them, isn’t it?” she asked, marveling over the fact.

“Why do you sound so surprised?” he asked.

She shrugged. “Not everyone places such high value on blood ties.” Certainly not anyone in her experience.

Her mother had walked out when she was seven, her father had turned her out when she was fifteen, and though his sister had taken her in, Paige had always worried that her aunt Lillian’s actions had been motivated solely by a sense of responsibility rather than any real affection.

“I’m guessing we’re back to your father again,” Zach said.

“My dad never made any secret of the fact that his first loyalty was to the military,” she told him, and hoped he would leave it at that.

But of course, he didn’t, asking instead, “Are you ever going to tell me what happened?”

“When?”

“When you went to live in Pinehurst.”

“What makes you think anything happened?” she challenged. “Maybe my father just decided it was time I had a more stable environment and more structure in my life than he could provide.”


“Is that all it was?”

She sighed. “No.”

He waited, and his quiet patience gave her the courage to speak the words she’d never shared with anyone else before. “I was found in a compromising position with a second lieutenant. To put it more bluntly, we were caught naked together by his captain, who threatened to not only write up the officer for conduct unbecoming, but also to file criminal charges because of my age.

“Then my father stepped in. And he said he wasn’t going to ruin a promising career because I was a slut and a tease and not smart enough to know when I was letting things go too far.”

She pushed herself to her feet and went to retrieve her towel. She wrapped it around her body, tucking the end between her breasts. But she still felt exposed—not so much physically as emotionally. And even more so when she sensed Zach standing behind her.

“How old were you?” He asked the question through clenched teeth.

She ducked her head, staring intently at the tangerine polish on her toes. “Fifteen.”

He tipped her chin up, forcing her to meet his gaze. “How old was he?”

“Twenty-two.” Her response was barely a whisper.

Zach’s eyes shot furious blue sparks. “And your father blamed you for what happened?”

“I wasn’t an innocent bystander,” she told him.

“You were a child.”

In retrospect she knew it was true. But at the time, she’d thought she was both womanly and wise, and she’d been so high on the thrill of knowing that this sought-after twenty-two-year-old officer was interested in her.

“I was a rebellious teenager,” she told him, because it was true. And because she still hadn’t managed to shake the feeling that she was responsible for everything that had happened with Matt as well as the deterioration of her relationship with her father.

“Desperate for your father’s attention,” Zach guessed.

“Well, I finally got it,” she said.

“And then he sent you away.”

She nodded, the ache in her heart as real as it had been fifteen years earlier.

“What happened to the second lieutenant?” he wanted to know.

“After my father was satisfied that Matt understood the dangers of jeopardizing his career for a piece of ass—and yes, that’s exactly what he said—” though her cheeks burned with shame at the memory, she didn’t mince words “—he was promoted.”

“I hate to say it,” he said, not sounding at all remorseful, “but your father really was a bastard.”

“He is a highly decorated colonel in the United States Army,” she informed him.

“That doesn’t make him any less of a bastard.”

His assessment was so unequivocally supportive and his understanding so wholly unexpected that, to her complete mortification, Paige began to cry.

Not silent tears or quiet sobs—no, she started to bawl as she’d wanted to when she was fifteen years old and her father had followed up his verbal lashing with a sharp backhand. But she hadn’t cried then. She’d refused to give him the satisfaction of her tears.

She couldn’t stop them now. And Zach didn’t even try. He didn’t hush her or whisper useless platitudes. He simply held her until the storm of weeping had run its course.

“No one else knows what happened that day,” she finally told him. “Not even Ashley and Megan. I didn’t ever tell anyone. I couldn’t. I was afraid they’d think it was my fault, too. Or maybe I was afraid that it was.”


“And now?” he asked gently.

“Now…” She was relieved to have finally shared the story, to have unburdened some of the guilt and the grief, and weary from the emotions that had been weighing her down for so long. “Now I know that it was a mistake—no more and no less than that. But even if I could go back and change my actions, I wouldn’t. Because it was that final confrontation with my father that resulted in me going to Pinehurst to live with Aunt Lillian and Ashley and Megan.”

“I’m still sorry that you had to go through hell to get there,” Zach said.

She managed to smile at that. “You know, when I first met you, I really wanted you to be a bastard, too.”

His brows rose. “Why?”

“Because then I could feel righteous and justified in my determination to maintain custody of Emma,” she admitted.

“You’re doing what you think is best for Emma—that is righteous and justified,” he told her.

She looked up at him, wondering if it was possible that he really did understand her motivations. “Even if that puts us on opposite sides of the courtroom?”

Every time Zach managed to take a single step forward on a personal level with Paige, she brought up the issue of Emma’s custody and set them back two. But this time, he wasn’t going to let it happen.

“Why don’t we forget about that for a while?” he suggested to her now.

Her brow furrowed. “I’m not sure that we can.”

“We can try,” he insisted. “In fact, I have an idea that should help.”

“What kind of idea?” she asked warily.

“It occurred to me that you haven’t had a chance to see anything beyond the gates of the estate since we got here.”

“We’ve only been here a few days,” she reminded him. “Besides, the purpose of this visit was for Emma to meet your family, not for me to play tourist.”

“Still, I’d like to take you out tonight.”

“Out?”

She sounded so baffled by the offer, he had to smile. “For dinner,” he said. “Without the rest of my well-intentioned but undeniably interfering family and without Emma banging her cup and spoon on the tray of her high chair.”

“You mean—just the two of us?” She sounded a little less baffled now, a little more wary.

He nodded. “My mom and dad will be happy to watch Emma.”

“Why?” she asked cautiously.

“Because she’s a great kid.”

She rolled her eyes. “I mean, why do you want to take me out to dinner?”

“Because I think we both deserve a few hours to ourselves. And because I know of a really fabulous restaurant that I think you would like.”

“I can’t remember the last time I had a night out,” Paige finally admitted.

“Then I’d say you’re overdue,” he told her.

“I’d feel guilty about leaving Emma.”

“My parents want to spend time with her,” he insisted. “And they’ll take good care of her.”

“I know they will, but—”

“Let me do this, Paige.”

He took her hands, linked their fingers together. His touch was warm and strong and somehow reassuring even as tingles of awareness spread through her.

“To show my appreciation for everything you’ve done for Emma, for making sure she felt loved instead of abandoned when she lost her mother.”

“Everything I did, I did for Emma,” she reminded him.

“I know,” he agreed. “So let me do this for you.”


Still she hesitated. Not because she didn’t want to accept his offer, but because she was afraid she was starting to want so much more than what he was offering.

“All right,” she finally said. “What time do you want to go?”








Chapter Nine



Paige assessed the contents of the closet in which she’d hung her clothes and realized that her options for dinner with Zach were definitely limited. She had a pair of dark gray slacks and a wrap-style blouse that would be a distinct improvement over the jeans and T-shirts that had been her unofficial uniform since she’d arrived, but her gaze kept drifting to the lone dress hanging by itself.

She still wasn’t sure why she’d let Ashley talk her into packing it, but because she had and because it was there, Paige figured she might as well wear it.

Her heart was pounding hard inside her chest as she slipped the garment from the hanger. It had been a long time since she’d dressed for a night out with a man, and though both she and Zach had been careful not to refer to their dinner plan as a date, there was really no other word for it. And she was filled with both excitement and trepidation as she tugged the dress over her head.


It was a sheath style with a square neckline and a straight skirt that fell to her knees. Simple. Elegant. With just a hint of sexy.

She didn’t bother with pantyhose but slipped her bare feet into a pair of strappy sandals that Ashley had tossed into the suitcase along with the dress. Then she added a touch of makeup—a sweep of eyeliner, a hint of mascara, a swipe of gloss over her lips.

She came down to the foyer at ten minutes to seven. Her life was too tightly scheduled to worry about being fashionably late, and besides, she wanted to steal a few minutes with Emma before she left with Zach. When she saw him waiting for her with the little girl in his arms, she felt that flutter in her belly again. Was it apprehension about leaving Emma? Or being alone with Zach?

“Age!” Emma held her arms out, and Paige pushed her concerns aside to offer her a smile.

She reached for the child, who was squirming to get out of Zach’s arms. As he released her, the back of his hand brushed the side of Paige’s breast. The contact was both fleeting and accidental, but the accompanying punch of sexual awareness nearly buckled her knees.

“Sorry,” Zach mumbled.

She didn’t—couldn’t—respond. Her cheeks flamed, but the heat in her face was insignificant compared to the fire in her blood.

She wanted him.

There was no way she could continue to deny that simple fact. Maybe she didn’t want to want him, but apparently her brain and her body were in complete disagreement where Zach Crawford was concerned.

“Age pay?” Emma asked.

She shook her head. “Sorry, honey. Paige can’t play with you right now because I’m going out with Zach.”

Emma’s little brow furrowed. “Age pay Ack?”


Yeah—in her dreams. But even that thought was enough to make her cheeks flame even hotter, so she kept her gaze focused on the little girl in her arms and hoped that Zach couldn’t guess what was going through her mind.

“No, honey, we’re going for dinner.”

Emma’s lower lip jutted out, and Paige braced herself.

But before the tears could start, Zach’s mom came in and told Emma that she needed her help to make ice-cream sundaes before they could watch a movie together, and Emma happily trotted off to the kitchen with her.

“Crisis averted,” Zach noted, then smiled at Paige.

But that smile did crazy things to her pulse, and as Paige walked out the door beside him, she wasn’t sure the crisis had been averted at all.

 

Zach sensed that Paige was a little apprehensive about being alone with him, so he kept the conversation casual and he noticed that gradually, during the course of the exquisite meal, she began to relax. So much, in fact, that by the time their dessert dishes had been cleared away, she was tapping her fingers in rhythm with the music that was playing.

When she saw him watching her hand and realized what she was doing, she curled her fingers into her palm. “Emma loves this song,” she explained.

“Emma loves it?”

She flushed. “I have it on my iPod,” she admitted. “And when she hears it, Emma dances around until it’s over, then she says, ‘Again. Again.’”

He smiled. “Do you dance with her?”

The color in her cheeks deepened. “Sometimes.”

“Will you dance with me?”

She seemed both wary and startled by the question. “What?”

“I said, will you dance with me?”

“Why?”


“Because the way you’re tapping your foot to the music suggests you’d rather be moving out there—” he nodded toward the dance floor “—than sitting here.”

“Maybe,” she allowed, “but—”

“No buts.” Zach pushed his chair away from the table and reached for Paige’s hand.

She let him draw her to her feet and lead her to the dance floor, thinking that as long as it had been since she’d been out for dinner with a man, it had been a lot longer since she’d kicked up her heels.

“But the song’s over,” she told him, just as the last notes faded away.

“So we’ll stay for the next one,” he said, and pulled her closer as the soft strains of an Aerosmith ballad floated over the dance floor.

She shouldn’t be attracted to him.

Every logical and rational cell in her brain warned Paige of the folly of falling for someone who could break her heart—as Zach would do if he took Emma away from her. But while her brain clearly understood the dangers, her body didn’t care about anything but the yearning that stirred inside whenever he was near.

And he was very near to her now.

His arm was around her waist, and he was holding her close, and she suddenly couldn’t imagine why something that felt so good could be wrong.

And so she gave up trying to figure it out and gave herself over to the exquisite sensations that poured through her system like a drug, making her yearn for so much more.

 

The minute Paige had stepped into the foyer of his parents’ house, Zach had wanted to touch her—to hold her close, just like he was doing now.

She fit into his arms, as if she was meant to be there. And her steps matched his effortlessly, as if they’d danced together a thousand times before. And he found himself wondering if they would find such a perfect and easy rhythm if they were naked together in his bed.

Because that was where he wanted to be with her. He wanted to get her away from the crowd, to take her somewhere that they could be alone together and slowly peel away the dress she was wearing.

It wasn’t surprising that he felt such a distinctly sexual attraction for Paige. She was a beautiful woman and he spent most of his time in the company of men, so his reaction to her was hardly unexpected.

But his attraction to her was still, he knew, unwise. Because Paige was his daughter’s legal guardian, the woman who intended to fight him to maintain custody of Emma—yet that knowledge failed to negate his response to her.

Another couple, obviously too wrapped up in one another to pay attention to anyone else, bumped into Paige as they moved past. She stumbled against him, her breasts pressing against his chest, nearly making him groan aloud. Well, if she hadn’t realized how aroused he was before, there could be no mistaking his body’s response now.

Her gaze locked with his, and he saw surprise flicker in those dark-chocolate-colored eyes, then awareness, quickly eclipsed by an answering desire.

Then she looked away. “It’s getting late.”

“It’s not that late,” he told her.

“But it’s a long drive, so we should be heading back.”

“If that’s what you want,” he agreed.

She looked at him again, and he could see the indecision warring inside of her. “I’m trying to do the right thing here, Zach.”

“And why do you think ignoring the attraction between us is the right thing?”

“Because I don’t want this,” she told him.


“I think it would be more accurate to say you don’t want to want this.”

“Same thing.”

He drew her nearer. “Is it?”

“Zach.” Once again, she’d meant to speak his name as a warning, but the breathless tone made it sound more like a plea. Although not even Paige was certain of what she was pleading for.

After a moment, Zach said, “Let’s go home.”

 

Neither of them said much on the drive back, but the sexual tension was thick in the air between them. When Paige finally got out of the car, she wanted desperately to put some distance between them. But as they made their way toward the house, she carefully kept her pace steady. She didn’t want him to know that she was running. She didn’t want him to guess that she was scared—not of him, but of her own feelings.

But somehow Zach sensed her inner turmoil because he paused with the key in his hand and turned to face her.

“We didn’t do anything wrong, Paige.”

“I didn’t say that we did.”

“I had a good time tonight,” he said. “I especially enjoyed dancing with you. Holding you.”

Paige remained silent.

“And I thought you had a good time, too.”

“I did,” she finally admitted. “I just think we need to remember that we’re on opposite sides here.”

“I’m not entirely sure that’s true. After all, we both want what’s best for Emma.”

“We just can’t agree on what that is,” she reminded him.

He stepped closer. “I don’t see why that has to prohibit us from being friends.”

“I have no objection to us being friends,” she said. “I just don’t think there should be any more dancing.”

“What about kissing?”


Her gaze shifted automatically to his mouth, now hovering mere inches above hers. She hadn’t forgotten that long-ago kiss, hadn’t stopped wanting more. But she’d learned, a long time ago, that she couldn’t always have what she wanted. And that sometimes when a person got what she wanted, she realized it wasn’t what she wanted after all.

“Definitely no kissing,” she said, but the breathless tone of her voice contradicted her words.

“Because you didn’t like it when I kissed you before?”

She raised her hands to his chest, a physical barrier. “Because I did.”

She turned to go, but Zach grabbed her arm, preventing her escape.

“Dammit, Paige, you can’t say something like that and then just walk away.”

“You’re Emma’s father, Zach. And Emma’s mother was one of my best friends.”

“I was Olivia’s lover,” he agreed. “And I’m not going to apologize for that, especially because the little girl we both love wouldn’t be here if not for that relationship. But I can tell you honestly that I never felt about Olivia the way I feel about you.”

And then his lips crushed down on hers.

And in his kiss she tasted anger and frustration and need. It was a merciless sensual assault that made her pulse pound and her knees weak. She reached for him, her hands curling around his biceps, holding on.

His mouth was hard and impatient, his body was tight and tense. But even as he ravaged her with his kiss, she knew that he was holding on to control, that he wouldn’t take more than she wanted to give.

So she gave to him, answering his need with her own. And in doing so, she found that there was more than anger and heat—there was gentleness and affection. With a sigh that signaled both surrender and desire, Paige melted into his arms.

Zach didn’t misinterpret her response. His arms came around her, and he yanked her against him so they were pressed together from chest to thigh. The full-frontal contact sent her body temperature through the roof.

His dark, masculine flavor slipped into her blood like a drug, rushed through her veins, leaving her hot and aching and desperately wanting.

She hadn’t expected anything like this. Or maybe the reason she’d fought against the attraction for so long was that she’d been afraid of something exactly like this. Maybe, somewhere deep inside, she’d known that her response to Zach would be off the charts.

His tongue delved into her mouth, tangled with hers. His fingers sifted through her hair, tipping her head back so he could deepen the kiss even further.

When he finally lifted his head to say, “Come to my room with me,” she responded simply, “Yes.”

 

Without another word, Zach took her by the hand and led her into the house. He wanted her as he couldn’t remember wanting any other woman—with a fierce desperation. He wanted to lower his body over hers, into hers. He wanted to take, to devour, to possess.

And as he drew her into the darkness of his bedroom, he knew that he could. He could take her here and now, up against the wooden door or on the hard floor, and she wouldn’t protest. And maybe then he’d find some release from the need that burned inside of him whenever he was near her.

But he wanted more than a fast and reckless possession of the woman who had been driving him to distraction for weeks—and she deserved more. So he forced himself to go slow, to savor the moment, the pleasure, the woman.


His woman, he thought, and even as he wondered where the unexpected possessiveness had come from, he didn’t doubt the rightness of the feeling. From this moment forward, she was his.

He stripped away her dress, leaving her clad in only a couple of scraps of sheer black lace, then he lifted her into his arms and laid her back on the mattress. Her hair spilled over the pillow, a coppery halo. Her eyes were dark and fathomless. Her lips were moist and erotically swollen.

He quickly discarded his own clothing, then fumbled around in the drawer of his nightstand. When he came up empty-handed, he swore.

“What’s wrong?” Paige asked.

He felt like a complete idiot. He finally had her exactly where he wanted her, naked and willing, and he was completely unprepared to take advantage of the situation.

“I don’t have any condoms,” he admitted.

She slipped away from him, but instead of reaching for her dress, she reached for her purse. “I do.”

“I didn’t get the impression that you expected this to happen tonight,” he said, when she handed him the small square packet.

“I didn’t,” she said, obviously shocked that he would even suggest such a thing. “I just believe in being prepared.”

“Well, I’m glad you were.” He reached for her hand and drew her toward him. “And very grateful.”

“How grateful?”

He eased her back onto the bed. “Let me show you.”

He lifted her arms over her head, then cuffed both of her wrists with one of his hands. With the other, he flipped open the clasp at the front of her bra. Then he nudged the fabric aside and closed his mouth over one peaked nipple.

She gasped and arched beneath him.

He continued to tease and torment her breasts, moving from one to the other and back again. He took his cues from her, listening to the rhythm of her breathing, letting her moans and sighs guide him.

Keeping her hands pinned, his mouth trailed lower. Sweeping down her torso, dipping into the hollow of her belly, dallying at her navel. She struggled against his hold, wanting—needing—to touch him as he was touching her.

When he finally released his grip on her wrists, she reached for him, desperate to touch him, to feel his warm and solid flesh beneath her palms. She stroked her hands over him, savoring the delicious contrast of smooth skin and hard muscle.

In one quick movement, her panties were stripped away and tossed aside.

Now, she thought and braced herself for the glorious press of his body into hers.

But Zach had other ideas. He parted her thighs and lowered his head, and with the first touch of his tongue to her moist core, she simply and completely shattered.

Her hands slid limply from his shoulders to fist in the sheets.

“Zach.” His name was a whimper, a plea.

But he wasn’t finished. With his tongue and his teeth, he drove her up again so that she had to bite down hard on her lip to keep from crying out.

She wouldn’t have thought it was possible, but somehow the second climax was even more explosive than the first, and her body was still pulsing with the aftershocks of pleasure when he finally rose up over her and plunged into her.

She thought there could be no more, that she had nothing left to give, but as her body moved in rhythm with his, he proved her wrong again.

She’d had sex before. Numerous times, in fact. And with different partners, too. She wasn’t ashamed to admit it or embarrassed by the fact that she enjoyed sex. She wouldn’t have wasted her time with it otherwise.


But she’d never before had sex with someone who made her want so much, need so much, feel so much. It wasn’t just physical satisfaction—although every pass of his hands over her skin made her quiver and yearn. There was a sense of connection with Zach that she’d never felt with anyone else.

When his mouth captured hers again as he shuddered with his own release, she realized that what they’d just experienced was more than a joining of their bodies—it was a mating of their souls.

Or maybe she was just being fanciful.

Zach brushed his lips over hers again. Now that their mutual desire had been sated—at least temporarily—there was more gentleness than passion in his kiss, and the sweetness of the gesture nearly brought tears to her eyes.

She wasn’t the type of woman that a man snuggled up to after sex. At least, she never had been before. And she knew that was her fault—or maybe it was more accurate to say it was her design. Because, although she recognized and accepted that she had sexual urges like any other woman, she didn’t want or need intimacy. She was a strong, independent woman. She valued her space and her autonomy. She didn’t need to cuddle. She didn’t want to share confidences or hopes and dreams.

But she had no energy left to push herself away from him, to slip out of the warmth of his arms and into the cold emptiness of her own bed.

Instead, she snuggled close to him. And fell asleep listening to the beat of his heart beneath her cheek.








Chapter Ten



When Zach woke up, it was with a sense of contentment and satisfaction that he hadn’t experienced in a very long time. And he knew the soft, warm female pressed against him was responsible for the feeling.

He was tempted to show his appreciation by skimming a hand down her back or touching his lips to the top of her head, but he resisted because he suspected that the slightest movement or lightest touch might wake her. And despite the incredible passion they’d shared through the darkest hours of night, he knew that with the light of day might come recriminations and regrets.

He didn’t want her to regret what they’d shared, but he couldn’t deny that spending the night together changed things between them. And although he believed the change was for the better, he understood that Paige had some issues with his uniform that weren’t likely to be resolved by one night of passion. Maybe not even two or three nights, although he was more than willing to give it a shot.

Just the thought had his blood stirring. And when Paige sighed and snuggled closer in her sleep, the stirring became a churning. He closed his eyes and mentally cataloged the morning chores in the vineyard. Though it had been years since he’d worked in either the grape-growing or wine-making aspects of his family’s business, the exercise helped him get himself under control. Mostly.

He heard the patter of little feet in the hall and experienced a brief moment of panic as he realized that Emma had somehow managed to get out of her crib and was probably looking for Paige. He wasn’t worried that she would come into his bedroom because he’d locked the door, but he did worry that the child might be upset if she couldn’t find Paige. Then he heard his mother talking to her, and he relaxed, reassured that Emma hadn’t got out of bed on her own and wasn’t alone.

He could have pinpointed the exact moment that Paige awoke, because every single muscle in her body tensed. And in that moment the warm and languid woman in his arms was again distant and wary.

“Emma’s up,” she said, sliding away from him in the bed.

“My mom’s with her.”

Paige’s only response was to toss back the covers and turn so that her back was to him.

He couldn’t help but notice that it was a lovely back—her skin was pale and smooth and soft and fragrant. He’d definitely neglected her back last night. But she had so many parts that had demanded his attention—and he’d enjoyed giving it.

Watching her wiggle into her panties, Zach temporarily lost track of the conversation. Although he had to admit that as enticing as it was to watch her dress, it had been a lot more fun to take her clothes off.


“I should be with her,” Paige said, scooping her dress off the floor.

He snapped his attention back to the present. “You don’t have to be with her 24/7,” he told her.

“She’s my responsibility. At least until the court says otherwise.”

He sighed as her comment brought reality crashing down on his fantasy. “I thought we were going to forget about the custody issue while we were here.”

“I can’t.” She looked at him, those beautiful dark eyes pleading for him to understand.

But he couldn’t. Or maybe he didn’t want to even try to understand why she was pushing him away. “Were you thinking about it last night while we were naked?” he challenged, needing her to remember what they’d shared, to think about what they could build together.

Her cheeks drained of all color. “No.”

“Jesus, Paige, stop feeling so damned guilty. Wanting something for yourself isn’t a maternal defect.”

She shook her head, obviously not convinced. “I’ve only known you for three weeks.”

“Which, coincidentally, is precisely how long I’ve known you,” he pointed out.

“Men aren’t judged the same way.”

His eyes narrowed on her. “Do you think I’d somehow use what happened between us last night against you?”

Her silence was damning, and though he wanted to grab her and shake her, to force her to acknowledge that what they’d shared had nothing to do with anything except the way they felt about each other, he knew that any show of anger on his part—justified or not—would only cause her to withdraw from him even more.

“When you have a child, you’re not supposed to forget about her when it’s convenient for you,” she said softly.

Although he knew Paige’s comment was directed more at herself than at him, he said, “I’m not trying to forget about her. I’m trying to get you to admit that there’s something between us.”

“The only thing between us is the unresolved issue of Emma’s custody,” she insisted.

“If you really believe that, then you’re lying to yourself.”

The only response he heard was the click of the door closing at her back.

 

Paige had to talk to someone.

She was so completely confused she didn’t know what to think or how to feel. She decided to call Ashley because Megan had never been a morning person and probably wasn’t any more so now that she had a baby waking her up at frequent intervals through the night. But the sleepy “hello” that came across the line suggested that she’d miscalculated and awakened Ashley.

“I’m sorry,” she said quickly, sincerely.

“Paige?”

“Yeah.”

“Where are you?” her cousin’s voice was drifting, as if she was still half sleeping.

“I’m in California.”

“So why are you calling?”

“Because I slept with Zach.”

She heard the rustle of sheets and imagined that her cousin had just bolted upright in bed.

“Okay, I’m awake now,” Ashley said. “But you might want to repeat that because I thought you just said that you slept with Zach.”

“I did.” She closed her eyes. “It was a mistake, of course, but—”

“How was it a mistake? Are you saying you accidentally had sex with the man?”


Paige managed a smile. “No, it was a deliberate decision, just not a very well-thought-out one.”

“It definitely complicates things,” her cousin agreed.

Paige felt like banging her head against the wall, but settled for leaning back against it. “I never should have agreed to this trip.”

Ashley was quiet for a minute before she asked, “Was it lousy sex?”

“What? Why would you ask that?”

“Well, it just makes sense that you’d be more likely to regret getting naked with someone if the experience was…disappointing.”

“The experience wasn’t disappointing,” she said. In fact, just the memories of making love with Zach were enough to send her pulse racing.

“Then why are you on the phone with me instead of dallying in his bed?” Ashley asked.

“I don’t know how to dally.”

“I’ll bet Zach could teach you,” her cousin teased.

Paige sighed. “This isn’t helping, Ash.”

“Well, what do you want me to say?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I just woke up with Zach beside me this morning, and I panicked.”

“That isn’t like you,” Ashley said.

“I know.” It wasn’t like her to fall into bed with a man without careful consideration of the consequences, either, but all she’d thought about before getting naked with Zach was how very much she wanted to get naked with Zach.

“Zach’s a good guy,” her cousin said. “And I think he could be good for you, if you let him.”

“If I let him?” Paige frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that you have a habit of shutting out any guy who tries to get too close.”


“Well, if it turns out that he is Emma’s father, that won’t be an option, will it?”

“You still haven’t received the test results?” Ashley asked, obviously surprised.

“No. I got a text message from Megan’s friend at the lab, but I haven’t had a chance to get back to him yet.”

“Haven’t had a chance?” her cousin wondered. “Or don’t want to know?”

Paige sighed. “The truth is, I think I do know.”

“You’ve accepted that Zach is Emma’s father?”

“Yeah,” she said, because she knew it was ridiculous to continue to deny what was obvious to everyone else.

Ashley was silent for a moment. “Can I ask you one more thing?”

“Sure.”

“Had you accepted that fact before you slept with Zach?”

Paige wasn’t entirely sure of the answer to that question herself. “Does it matter?”

“It might—if you slept with Zach to establish a personal relationship with him in order to strengthen your connection to Emma,” her cousin said.

Paige was stunned by the suggestion. “Do you really think I’m that calculating?”

“I think you’re that desperate to hold on to a child you love as if she was your own,” Ashley said gently.

While Paige had to acknowledge the point, she could confidently assure her cousin, “I promise you, Ash, I wasn’t thinking about Emma while I was getting naked with Zach.”

“I’d say that’s a very good sign,” her cousin said approvingly.

Paige hung up with Ashley and called the lab. When she got Walter Neville’s voice mail again, she let out a sigh that was partly relief and partly frustration, then left another message.


 

Over the past few days she’d gotten in the habit of taking walks when she needed to clear her head or organize her thoughts. Most of the time she walked in the vineyard. There was just something about the dirt beneath her feet, the sun on her cheeks and rows upon rows of grapes all around her that usually made her feel at peace.

Emma seemed to like walking among the grapes, too, and she loved playing peekaboo in the vines, though she’d also developed a fascination for the tiny clusters of baby grapes. Paige had quickly learned to keep a close eye on her to ensure she didn’t try to pull them off of the vines.

But no matter how far or how long she walked after Walter had finally returned her call, the feeling of peace that she sought eluded her today. Instead there was only turmoil—in her heart as much as in her head.

If she’d learned nothing else about the Crawfords over the past week, she’d learned that family was important to them. And Emma was family. There was no doubt about that anymore.

She and Emma had been getting along just fine before Zach walked into their lives. Paige had been confident that she could give the little girl everything she needed, that she could ensure she was happy, well-adjusted and loved. But she couldn’t give her the kind of family that was Zach’s.

She wasn’t naive enough to believe that the Crawfords were perfect. She knew that no family was. But she also knew that they were the type of family who stood together and supported one another, and she wanted that for Emma, even if she would never be part of it.

 

Paige’s hasty escape from his bedroom earlier that morning proved to Zach that nothing had changed for her just because they’d been intimate. For Zach, everything had changed. From the moment he’d learned of Emma’s existence, he’d known that he wanted to be a father to his daughter. Now he knew that he wanted Paige to be part of their family, too.

The example his parents had provided for him and his sisters had made him unwilling to settle for anything less than what they had. Not that he’d consciously been looking for a life partner. And he certainly hadn’t expected to get tangled up with Paige Wilder. But when he woke up with her in his arms, he knew that he’d done just that.

The obstacle that faced him now was convincing Paige that they were meant to be together. Forever.

As his mother had noted on their first day in California, Paige kept her feelings carefully hidden. And while he’d managed to anticipate and respond to her wants and needs in the darkness of the night, he was at a complete loss again in the light of day. But what he lacked in the way of a plan, he hoped to compensate for with perseverance.

Stepping outside, he saw Paige with Emma in the vineyard, and he made his way over to them. The child spotted him first, and she tilted her head back to look up at him, her smile as bright as her eyes.

He wouldn’t have thought it was possible to love so much so fast, but Emma had proven otherwise.

“Da!” she said and held out her arms, a signal that she wanted to be picked up.

He noted the dirt that was spread not just on her palms but halfway up to her elbows and liberally streaked across her shirt, but he scooped her up anyway. It was only after he’d tucked her little body close to his chest that he registered what she’d said.

Usually she called him “Ack” but this time she’d clearly called him “Da.” He looked over at Paige. “Did she just say—”

His throat was suddenly tight, preventing him from finishing the question.

But she nodded in response, and though she tried to smile, he noticed that her beautiful deep brown eyes glistened with tears.

“You heard from the lab?”

She nodded again. “I just spoke to Walter Neville. The results confirm that you are definitely Emma’s father.”

Emma, who loved looking at books and had listened to enough stories to garner a basic understanding of what a daddy was, clapped her hands happily to discover that she had one. “Da! Da!”

“That’s right,” he said. “I’m your daddy.”

“Ma!” Emma said and looked questioningly at Paige.

Was it possible that she’d somehow made the leap from “Daddy” to “Mommy” and believed that having one entitled her to the other? Or was she just echoing the two words that she’d often heard together? Paige knew it was more likely the latter, but that didn’t ease the ache in her chest.

She shook her head, swallowed around the lump in her throat. “No, honey. Your mama’s gone,” she reminded the little girl gently. “But you have a dada now.”

“Da!” Emma said again.

Zach knew his smile was at least as wide as his daughter’s, but when he glanced at Paige, it wasn’t joy but heartbreak that he saw etched clearly on her face.

Over the past few weeks he’d come to believe that Paige had accepted what the test would prove. He realized now it wasn’t the results that worried her so much as the repercussions.

And although Zach’s heart was still overflowing with joy, as he watched Paige make her way back toward the house, he couldn’t help but feel a pang of regret that his happiness had caused her sadness.

The past two days had been a roller coaster of emotions for both of them. He’d barely had a chance to catch his breath between the highs and the lows, and he imagined it was the same for Paige. He just wished there was a way that they could work through everything together, share the joys and the disappointments.

And then he realized that there was—and that the solution was actually very simple.

 

In the space of a few months, Paige’s life had been turned completely upside down, but even more so in the past few weeks. And although she couldn’t deny there was a part of her that wished Zach Crawford had never shown up at her door, she knew there could be no going back now. She had to accept the cards that fate had dealt her, play out the hand and move on.

The best way to do that, she figured, would be to go back to Syracuse and her job at Wainwright, Witmer & Wynne and bury herself in work until her memories of Zach and the pain of losing Emma finally eased—if they ever did. And the sooner she went home, the sooner the healing could begin.

She was packing her suitcase when Zach walked in.

Her fingers clutched the blouse she’d carefully folded, her white-knuckled grip showing no mercy for the delicate fabric.

She’d known this confrontation was coming, but she still wasn’t prepared for it. She didn’t want his platitudes or his pity.

But what Zach said was, “I think we should get married.”

Paige stared at him for a long moment, waiting for him to explain. Because the words, straightforward though they seemed, didn’t make any sense to her.

But Zach didn’t say anything else. He just stood there, waiting for a response, and she finally said, “Is this about last night?”

“It’s not about last night.” He smiled. “Or not entirely about last night.”

“Because it’s the twenty-first century,” she reminded him. “And no one expects you to marry a woman just because you’ve had sex with her.”

“I’m aware of that,” he said drily. “In fact, I’ve had sex with plenty of other women before you came along without proposing to them.”

“So why me?” she asked him.

“Because it occurred to me that getting married would settle the issue of Emma’s custody without having to battle over it in court.”

So his impromptu proposal wasn’t really about their relationship at all—it was about Emma. And while the realization shouldn’t have surprised her, she couldn’t deny that she was a little disappointed.

She chided herself for the irrational and emotional response. Of course he was thinking of Emma. Everything they’d both said and done to this point had been about the little girl.

Everything except last night.

She pushed the thought aside. “Have you talked to your lawyer about this?”

“No. Why?”

She hesitated, but knew that she had to be honest with him. “Because the truth is, there probably wouldn’t be a battle. With the DNA test confirming that you’re her father, you have cause to overturn the court order granted to me.”

She’d known that from the beginning—it was precisely why she’d continued to deny that he was Emma’s father for so long. Because conceding his relationship to the child would have hastened what she’d finally accepted was inevitable, and she’d just wanted to hold on to Emma a little longer.

As if he’d read her thoughts, Zach said, “I don’t want to take Emma away from you, Paige.”

She blinked away the tears that stung her eyes. “And I appreciate that, but marriage…” She shook her head.


“What is it that you’re opposed to—marriage in general or marrying me?”

“I’ve never really thought about getting married,” she admitted.

“You haven’t dreamed of your wedding day since you were a young girl?”

“Maybe I dreamed of it when I was a kid,” she said, but thinking back, she honestly couldn’t remember indulging in any kind of happily-ever-after fantasies. “But as I got older, the whole falling-in-love thing never held much appeal for me.”

“You’ve never been in love?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“Any long-term relationships?”

She shook her head again.

“None?” he said, real surprise in his voice.

“Why does that seem so unbelievable?” she demanded.

“Because you’re a beautiful, passionate woman.”

The intensity of his gaze told her that he believed the words he’d spoken, and he almost made her believe them, too.

She’d never cared if anyone thought of her as beautiful or passionate, and she’d never felt as beautiful and as passionate as she did when she was with him. But she pushed the memories and the yearning aside.

“I’m a family-law attorney,” she reminded him. “Maybe I’ve just seen too many marriages go bad to believe in happily ever after.”

“Or maybe your parents screwed up your perception of marriage.”

“Maybe. The only thing I really remember about their marriage is the fighting. I was seven when my mom left, and I was relieved, because I knew that I wouldn’t have to listen to them yelling anymore.”

She hadn’t realized until weeks later that the silence could be so much worse.


“Where’s your mom now?” Zach asked.

“I have no idea,” she admitted. “I don’t even know if she’s dead or alive.”

He touched a hand to her cheek—a gesture of comfort that was somehow more arousing than soothing. “I’m sorry, Paige.”

“I didn’t tell you so you’d feel sorry for me.” She moved away, because she needed a clear head to continue this conversation, and Zach’s nearness never failed to cloud her mind. “I just wanted you to understand why I haven’t been looking for some idealized, romantic notion of love.”

“Does that mean you’ll consider my proposal?”

She sighed. “The thing is, if I had thought about getting married, I certainly wouldn’t have thought about marrying someone with a career in the military.”

“I’m not asking you to follow me around the country,” he told her.

She turned back. “You’re not?”

“No. If it was what you wanted—if you were planning to marry me because you were desperately in love with me and couldn’t bear for us to be apart—” his tone was self-deprecating “—then I wouldn’t object. But I understand why you want Emma to have a real home and a stable environment.”

“So we would be married, but Emma and I would still live in Syracuse?” She looked to him for confirmation.

He nodded. “Or Pinehurst, or wherever you decided was best for your career and for her.”

“It seems as if you’ve given this a fair amount of thought.” She couldn’t keep a note of sarcasm from creeping into her voice.

“I’m sure there are a lot of details I haven’t considered,” he admitted, “but the most important thing seemed to be to ensure that Emma will always be with someone who loves her.”

“I can’t believe I’m even having this conversation,” she said. “It’s crazy and impulsive and—”


“We could make it work, Paige,” he said, sounding as if he really believed it.

“How do you know?” she challenged.

“Because we’ve been living together for a few weeks and managed to tolerate one another fairly well.”

“A few weeks is a far cry from ‘till death do us part,’” she pointed out.

“And because we generate some pretty impressive sexual chemistry together that will undoubtedly help smooth over the rough spots,” he continued.

“People don’t get married just because they have great sex,” she countered, although she found herself thinking that there might be fewer divorces if they did.

“And because we both want what’s best for Emma.”

She sighed, unable to dispute that one. But she still couldn’t help but wonder what he would get out of the arrangement he was proposing.

“I just don’t understand why you would choose to marry me. You have to know that I would keep Emma with me for no reason other than that you’d asked.”

“Being my wife and Emma’s stepmother will help ensure that she stays with you if anything happens to me.”

She didn’t want to consider the possibility that something might happen to him, that Emma could lose her father as abruptly and tragically as she’d lost her mother. But his casual comment reminded her of the inherent risks in his occupation and reinforced her determination to do what was best for Emma.

“And besides that,” he said. “I want to get married.”

“You do?”

He nodded. “I’m not committed to bachelorhood. I just never met a woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. Because whenever I thought about getting married, I thought about what my parents have—that deep and abiding forever kind of love.”


“You were lucky to be given that kind of example,” she told him.

“I know. And I didn’t want to settle for anything less.”

“And yet you’re willing to marry me.” She was still skeptical, still wary and surprisingly tempted.

His only response was a half smile. “So what do you say?”

She’d have to be crazy to accept.

She’d have to be crazier to refuse when he was offering her everything she wanted. To keep Emma. To be part of a family. To be with Zach.

Because after spending last night with him, she knew that she did want to be with him. That one night wasn’t nearly enough.

She took a deep breath, blew it out. “I guess I say—when’s the wedding?”








Chapter Eleven



Neither of Zach’s parents batted an eye when he confirmed that he was Emma’s father nor when he informed them that he and Paige were planning to get married. In fact, his mom’s immediate response was to comment on the opportune timing of the announcement.

Apparently one of the reception halls in the winery had been booked for a surprise fiftieth-anniversary party, but the children who’d planned the event had been the ones surprised when they learned that their parents had flown off to a Caribbean island to celebrate the occasion in private. Which meant, Kathleen explained to Zach and Paige, that the room was available, the flowers already ordered and the caterers arranged. All they needed was a minister.

When Zach protested that they didn’t want to make a big fuss over the occasion, his mother managed to look both furious and so incredibly wounded that he immediately excused himself to call Reverend Lamont, the minister who had officiated at all family events dating back to his baptism thirty-seven years earlier.

Confident that her son was taking care of that detail, Kathleen turned her attention to her future daughter-in-law.

“I don’t imagine you packed a wedding dress,” she said.

The bride-to-be, still reeling from her impulsive acceptance of Zach’s proposal, hadn’t had a chance to catch her breath, never mind think about what she would wear for the wedding.

“No,” she acknowledged. “But I don’t need anything fancy.”

“I’m not suggesting that you need a cathedral-length train or a hoop skirt, but a bride—even one getting married on only a few days’ notice—deserves a new dress for her wedding.”

Then, before Paige could even begin to formulate a response to that, Kathleen said, “Let me do this for you, Paige. Please.” And there was no way she could refuse.

Of course, she hadn’t anticipated that Zach’s mother’s seemingly innocuous request to go shopping would turn into a capital-e Event. But when Paige met Kathleen in the kitchen the next morning, Lauryn and Jocelyn and Hayden were there, too.

“Wednesday mornings are my day off,” Lauryn said.

“I woke up with a sore throat,” Jocelyn explained, with a conspiratorial wink that belied her words.

“I’m playing hooky,” Hayden said unapologetically.

So the five women piled into Jocelyn’s Expedition and headed into town.

It was an ambush, and Paige realized she should have expected it. Because although Zach’s mother and sisters had seemed to not only accept his decision to marry but also be thrilled about it, they were obviously just waiting for an opportunity to get Paige alone to demand to know what was really going on.


Except that it quickly became apparent to Paige that what was really going on was simply a shopping trip.

Their first stop was at a little café not unlike the one where Paige had enjoyed countless weekend brunches with Ashley and Megan. While they fueled up on lattes and chocolate croissants, the women talked about various dress options—white versus cream, long versus short, satin versus lace, veil versus hat.

There were so many choices and so many different opinions being bandied about that Paige’s head was spinning long before they walked into the bridal boutique.

As Zach’s sisters each took off in a different direction in search of the perfect dress for Paige, Kathleen touched a hand gently to her arm. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I guess I’m just a little…overwhelmed.”

“I never thought—I was so excited about doing this for you, it didn’t occur to me that it wasn’t my place, that this was something you should be doing with your own mother.”

Paige looked away. “My mom walked out on my dad and I when I was seven.”

“I’m sorry,” Kathleen said.

She just shrugged.

“What about your dad? Will he be coming to the wedding?”

Now she shook her head. “I haven’t seen him in fifteen years.”

Though she tried to sound nonchalant, she knew that Zach’s mother wouldn’t understand, as Kathleen’s frown proved. “Why not?”

“He’s a busy man.”

“Too busy to take a few days for his daughter’s wedding?” she asked incredulously.

Paige was embarrassed to admit that he wouldn’t take a few hours for her wedding if he was in town, much less leave wherever he was currently posted to witness an occasion that had absolutely no bearing on the security of the nation.

She wished her family was like Zach’s, but they weren’t. She’d come to terms with that fact years before, but she still didn’t know how to explain the reality to her future mother-in-law.

“He’s stationed overseas right now,” she said, because, as far as she knew, it was the truth. “He wouldn’t be able to get a few days, especially not on such short notice.”

“Is there anyone else you wanted to invite?”

She shook her head again. She’d called both of her cousins to tell them of her plans, but she knew that it was out of the question for either of them to make the trip to California. “My cousin Megan just had her first child, and her sister Ashley is in the final stages of her pregnancy, so neither of them is able to travel right now.”

“Well, no matter,” Kathleen said decisively. “Because you’re part of our family now.”

The tears that she’d promised herself she wouldn’t cry filled her eyes, and Paige had to swallow the lump that sprang up in her throat before she could speak. “Thank you.”

Kathleen gave Paige a quick hug.

Then Jocelyn returned, her arms full of something huge and billowy and white, and the moment was broken.

Paige eyed what looked like miles and miles of lace with skepticism, but she gamely agreed to try it on.

Several minutes later she stepped back out into the main part of the dressing area.

“I feel like the abominable snow monster,” she said, following the signal of the saleslady and climbing onto the dais in the center of the room.

“You look like an abominable snow monster,” Hayden admitted.

“Who picked that out?” Lauryn wanted to know.

Jocelyn sighed. “I did.”


Her sisters both stared at her in shocked disbelief.

“It’s a Rodney Harbinger,” she said, tossing out the name of an up-and-coming local designer who had recently been at the center of all kinds of media attention.

“It’s a harbinger of disaster,” Hayden declared.

Jocelyn glared at her.

“But part of the fun of shopping for a wedding dress is trying on all kinds of styles,” Lauryn said, clearly trying to keep the peace between her sisters. Then she pushed another dress on Paige.

They were in the boutique nearly four hours, during which time Paige tried on eleven different dresses before she found one that actually made her think This might be it.

When she stepped out of the dressing room and all of Zach’s sisters breathed a collective sigh, she knew she was right. But it was Kathleen, who had picked out the simple, strapless column of ivory silk, to whom she looked for confirmation.

Her eyes misty with tears, Zach’s mother nodded.

 

Zach was a little worried about how Paige would fare on her shopping trip. Not that he didn’t think his mother and his sisters were the best, but all of the women in his family had strong personalities, and for an only child like Paige whose upbringing had been so very different from his own, he wasn’t sure she would come away from an all-day outing with the same impression.

But when he sat down across from her at the picnic tables that had been weighted down with platters of burgers and fries and salads to feed everyone who had gathered for the post-shopping feast, she smiled at him, and in that moment, he realized his mother was right.

He had fallen in love with the woman he was going to marry.

He picked up his glass of wine and took a long swallow. He was still trying to get his head around that revelation when Jocelyn spoke up from the end of the table.

“What are you guys doing about a honeymoon?” she asked.

All other conversations around the table ceased, and Paige’s panicked gaze collided with his across the table.

Obviously this was a detail neither of them had considered, maybe because they both saw their marriage as a way of giving Emma a stable family and hadn’t really looked beyond that. Not that he hadn’t thought about it, but he hadn’t made sharing a bed a condition of their marriage because he was confident that it would happen naturally.

But to his family—who didn’t understand the real rationale behind their hasty union—a wedding required adherence to certain traditions, of which a honeymoon was one.

“Well, actually—” Paige began.

And Zach decided to let her take the lead on this one because his brain was suddenly locked on the fantasy of a honeymoon with Paige. A private villa on a tropical island…or a secluded cabin deep in the woods. He wouldn’t care where they were, so long as he could spend hours making love with her.

“—we’ve decided to wait on that.”

“But why?” his middle sister demanded.

“Because Zach only has a few more weeks’ leave and we feel it’s important to spend that time with Emma.”

“I can understand why you wouldn’t want to be gone for two weeks,” Lauryn said. “But surely you could take a long weekend somewhere.”

“Maybe we will,” Zach finally spoke. “When we get back to Pinehurst.”

“But if you took it while you were here, we could look after Emma,” Hayden pointed out.

“Paige has family in Pinehurst,” he reminded them.

“So where are you planning to spend your wedding night?” Jocelyn taunted. “In separate guest rooms across the hall from one another in your parents’ house?”

“Stop teasing your brother,” Kathleen said, setting another platter of burgers on the table.

“But our opportunities are so few and far between these days,” Hayden pointed out.

“And if you keep this up, you’re going to make Paige have second thoughts about marrying into the family.”

“If Paige was that easily intimidated, she would never have boarded a plane to come out here in the first place,” Jocelyn declared.

“What about the guest house?” Hayden suggested.

“The guest house?” Paige echoed, obviously struggling to follow the circuitous conversation.

“For your wedding night,” Lauryn explained.

“I think that’s a wonderful compromise,” Kathleen agreed. “Close enough that you won’t worry about being away from Emma but with enough distance to give you some privacy.”

Zach didn’t know what to say, how to refuse. And the truth was, a little bit of privacy would mean he could spend hours making love with Paige without worry of any interruption.

A quick glance across the table at Paige’s flushed cheeks confirmed that she was having similar thoughts and eased some of Zach’s concerns about her reasons for agreeing to marry him.

Maybe he’d been thinking of Emma when he proposed, and maybe Paige had been thinking of Emma when she accepted, but there was something more between them than their mutual love for the little girl, which gave him hope it might grow into love for one another.

 

After dinner, after everyone else had gone home and Emma was asleep and his parents had wandered down to check on things at the winery, Zach and Paige sat out under the stars with a bottle of merlot and Emma’s baby monitor.


“Are you sure this is your first marriage?” she asked him.

His lips curved. “I think I’d remember if I’d been married before.”

She sipped her wine, taking a moment to savor the flavor, before she asked, “So why are your parents not questioning this?”

“Do you think they should?”

“Yes,” she admitted. “Especially considering all the questions they had about Emma.”

“They were understandably surprised and more than a little disappointed that I’d fathered a child out of wedlock.”

“So why are they not surprised that you’re marrying a woman you’ve known only a few weeks and who isn’t even the mother of your child?”

“Because they like you,” he said simply.

Her response was an unladylike snort.

“Or maybe they’re just relieved that they won’t lose the deposit they paid to the caterers for the anniversary party,” he offered as another alternative. “Or maybe they can just tell that we’re desperately in love with one another.”

“Could you be serious for a minute?” she demanded, annoyed that her heart had actually skipped a beat in response to the mention of “love.” He was only kidding—she knew that. And yet his words underscored her biggest concern about their impending marriage—that they were doing this for all the wrong reasons.

“I could,” he agreed. “But it seems that you’re being serious enough for both of us.”

“Ashley and Megan both had questions. A ton of questions,” she told him.

He refilled their glasses. “What kind of questions?”

“What’s the hurry? Why do we have to get married now? Why do we have to get married in California?”

“I should have realized that they would want to be at your wedding.”


Paige shrugged. “Of course, that’s not possible for either of them right now.”

“We could always have another ceremony when we get back to Pinehurst,” he offered.

“One wedding is quite enough.” She tapped her finger on the base of her wineglass.

“What else is on your mind?” Zach asked.

It was unnerving how easily he seemed to tune in to her thoughts sometimes. On the other hand, his question gave her the perfect opening. She’d debated with herself for hours about whether or not to bring up the subject, but with their wedding only a few days away, she knew she couldn’t postpone any longer.

“I think we should have a prenup,” she said.

The glint of amusement in his eyes faded. “Why?”

She was surprised that he had to ask. “Because I’ve been a family-law attorney for half a dozen years and the idea of entering into a marriage without one seems both foolish and reckless.”

“It seems to me that making provision for what will happen in the event of a breakdown of the marriage doesn’t imply much faith in the marriage.”

“The reality is that a large percentage of all marriages end in divorce, even though most couples believe—at least at the time they exchange vows—that their marriage will last forever.”

Zach looked as if he was going to say something else, but then he just shrugged. “Fine. You want a prenup, draft one up.”

“This is for your benefit as much as mine,” she told him. “So why do you seem angry?”

“Because this whole conversation just proves to me that whatever else is between us, we still don’t have trust. And without trust, we don’t have a hope in hell of making a marriage work.”


“I’d trust you with my life,” she told him and meant it. “And Emma’s life, too.”

He tossed back the rest of his wine and stood up. “Just not with your money.”

She frowned. “Is that what you think this is about?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know what kind of assets you have, but I have to figure that an attorney has a better income than a military pilot.”

“What about the winery?” she challenged. “Don’t you have any interest in the family business?”

“Well, of course, but—”

“And don’t you think it would be wise to take steps to protect that interest?”

“Maybe I’m naive,” he allowed. “But it seems to me that a woman who rearranges her life to care for someone else’s child is someone inherently worthy of trust.”

Before she could think of a response to that, he’d gone into the house and left her alone with the wine and the stars and an uncomfortable feeling that her marriage-of-convenience to Zach Crawford was going to be anything but simple.

She stayed up late into the night, working at her laptop, drafting and revising a prenuptial agreement. But in the end, she realized he was right. More importantly, she recognized that what he was giving her—his name and legal standing in Emma’s life—were a lot more valuable than anything she was bringing into the union. And if, for some reason, their marriage didn’t work out, she didn’t see Zach going after her condo in Syracuse or her designer wardrobe any more than she would go after his Trenton apartment or his flight suits.

And if getting married without a legal contract felt to Paige like jumping out of an airplane without a secondary chute, it was a leap of faith and one that she was ready to take. Because somewhere between saying yes to Zach’s proposal and shutting down her computer, she’d realized that she did want this marriage to work—and not just for Emma.


Because she was falling for Zach.

And while that had definitely not been in her plans, the more time she spent with Zach and the more she discovered about him, the more she realized that he was a man she could count on.

She’d meant it when she’d told him that she trusted him with her life. She wasn’t sure she was ready to trust him with her heart, but it was already in his hands.








Chapter Twelve



Zach didn’t have any expectations about how Paige would look when she walked down the aisle. He knew she’d gone shopping with his mother and his sisters and that she’d come back with a dress, but the women had all been careful not to reveal any details about it within his earshot. Not that it mattered to him. He was certain that she’d look fabulous in whatever she’d chosen.

But in all of the conversations they’d had about their wedding and all of the plans they’d made for their marriage, his fiancée had been forthright and practical. So the last thing he expected to see was Paige looking like a bride.

A breathtakingly beautiful bride.

The moment he saw her moving down the makeshift aisle toward him, everyone and everything else faded away.

The ceremony was, thankfully, brief and focused on the exchange of vows and rings. Paige’s voice quavered slightly when she recited her part and her hand trembled when he lifted it to slide the diamond-encrusted band onto the third finger, but her gaze remained steady throughout.

She struggled a little when it was her turn to put his ring on his finger, but then it was done and Reverend Lamont finally said, “You may kiss your bride.”

Paige was the least nervous about this part of the wedding because this was a part she and Zach had done before. Not as husband and wife, of course, but kissing was kissing, and although she didn’t make a habit of kissing in front of an audience, it still seemed less significant than the speaking of vows and giving of rings.

Or so she thought until Zach kissed her.

Because this kiss was more than an obligatory touch of his mouth to hers. It was a soft, lingering kiss that teased just a little and promised so much more.

When he drew back, she was breathless, yearning and terrified. Because while the smattering of applause from their wedding guests echoed dimly in the back of her mind, she knew the kiss hadn’t been for their benefit. It had been for her.

It was a kiss that told her she mattered, when she hadn’t expected to matter. Not over and above the arrangements they’d made for Emma. But this had nothing to do with Emma.

This was personal, and the realization shook her to the very core. It was a reminder of what they had shared. A promise of what could be.

Then Emma broke the spell, lifting her arms toward Zach and demanding, “Up.”

He picked her up, and she kissed his cheeks, first one, then the other, then she leaned over to do the same to Paige. And even those who might have impassively observed the kiss the groom shared with his bride were not untouched by the sweet innocence of her gesture.

The guests erupted into applause again, and Emma beamed.


 

After the ceremony, pictures were taken in the gardens outside the château. As Paige moved around in response to the photographer’s directions, her mind alternately skipped back to the kiss they’d shared and jumped forward to the night ahead with giddy anticipation.

Dinner came after the pictures, and while everything looked delicious, she honestly didn’t taste a bit of anything she’d eaten. She was aware only of Zach.

Paige didn’t see her aunt Lillian until she escaped to the ladies’ room to freshen her makeup in anticipation of her first dance as Mrs. Crawford, and when she did, she stopped dead in her tracks.

Her aunt smiled. “Congratulations, Paige.”

“I can’t believe you’re here,” she murmured.

“I can’t believe you didn’t invite me,” Lillian admonished.

“I didn’t invite you because you’re living in Switzerland now.” And because she hadn’t expected that she would go out of her way to attend her niece’s wedding. Not that Lillian hadn’t always been wonderful to her, but because her aunt’s acceptance had never quite made up for her father’s rejection.

“But I was in Pinehurst visiting with Megan and Gage and the baby when you called to tell her you were getting married,” Lillian explained. “She and Ashley both wanted to be here, but they agreed to stay put so long as I promised to come in their stead.”

“They shouldn’t have asked that of you,” Paige murmured.

“They didn’t ask, I offered,” Lillian told her. “I wanted to be here, to see you married.”

“Then I’ll tell you that I’m very glad to see you,” she said, and impulsively hugged her.

Her aunt seemed surprised but pleased by the gesture of affection, but ever mindful of appearances she said, “Careful of your dress—you don’t want to be covered in creases for the rest of the night.”

Her admonishment was so typically Lillian, it made Paige laugh, which successfully warded off the tears that had filled her eyes. “I’ll be careful,” she promised.

Lillian’s gaze softened. “You look so much like your mother on her wedding day.”

“Really?” Paige was skeptical, and not sure that any resemblance to her mother—a woman who had abandoned her child to an uncaring father—was a good thing.

Her aunt nodded. “Except that you’re even more beautiful.”

“I don’t remember what she looked like,” Paige admitted softly. “After she left, he got rid of anything that reminded him of her. I don’t even have a photo.”

“I should have expected as much,” Lillian murmured. “Your father isn’t a bad man. He’s just…uncompromising.”

“That’s one word for it,” she agreed.

“I have some pictures,” her aunt told her. “Of their wedding. Of you and your mom when you were just a baby. Even one or two of you with both your mom and dad. I’ll see that you get them.”

Although she wasn’t sure what purpose they could possibly serve after so many years, Paige was grateful for the offer. “Thank you.”

“Now go,” Lillian said. “Your groom is waiting.”

 

She met Zach in the middle of the dance floor, just as the music began to play. As they danced together, they shared some more kisses, and with every moment that passed, Paige grew increasingly anxious for the reception to be over and their wedding night to begin.

“What are you thinking about?” Zach asked.

She felt her cheeks heat. “Nothing really,” she lied.


He pulled her closer, his lips brushing against her ear as he asked, “Want to know what I’ve been thinking about?”

She tried not to shiver, not to let him know how much his nearness was affecting her. “Okay.”

“Zipper or buttons.”

She drew back, certain she hadn’t heard him correctly. “What?”

“I’ve been wondering, since you came down the aisle in that dress, how to get you out of it,” he explained. “If it’s a zipper, it will be quick. If it’s a long line of buttons, it will take longer.”

“Now I know why you’ve been sliding your hand up and down my spine.” And her body was tingling in response to the promise of his words as much as the lazy caress of his hands.

“That’s part of the reason,” he admitted. “The other part is that I just like touching you. Of course, touching you tends to fog my brain, which might be why I haven’t been able to figure out the schematics of this dress.”

“Or maybe it’s because the zipper is over here,” she told him, and reached for the hand that was on her back and guided it around to the side.

Zach sucked in a breath as his palm brushed the curve of her breast. Paige smiled, clearly pleased by his reaction.

“Can we get out of here now?” he asked.

“I think we’d raise more than a few eyebrows if we made a beeline for the door at the end of our first dance.”

“I don’t care,” he insisted.

“Well, I do,” she told him. “Besides, I promised a dance to the father of the groom.”

“Watch that guy,” Zach warned. “He’s got some pretty smooth moves.”

“I have been watching him. He and your mom. They look so happy together, even after forty years of marriage.”

“They love each other,” he said simply.


Paige didn’t know how to respond to that, so she only glanced toward Justin and Kathleen again. Their bodies were close together, their gazes locked on one another as they swayed to the music. And as she watched them, she realized that she wanted what they had—that forever kind of connection.

Could she have that with Zach? she wondered. Could she fall in love with her husband?

His lips brushed against her temple; her heart fluttered.

Yeah, she was pretty sure she could fall in love with him. So maybe the real question was could he fall in love with her?

 

A few hours later, they finally said goodbye to their guests, gave Emma hugs and kisses, then headed for the exit.

Paige had been as anxious as Zach was to get away from the crowd so that they could be alone together. And the moment they stepped out of the reception and into the night, her heart started pounding harder and faster.

With every step she took closer to the guest house, her anticipation grew. It was ridiculous to be nervous. Even if it was her wedding night, she was hardly a virgin bride. It wasn’t even the first night she and Zach would be together.

But somehow, the ring on her finger changed everything.

And when she and Zach had sex tonight, they wouldn’t just be having sex, they would be consummating their marriage. It was an archaic concept, but even acknowledging it as such didn’t diminish the significance of the act. After tonight, she would truly be Zach’s wife in every sense of the word.

Zach’s wife.

After almost thirty years spent establishing her own identity, she expected that such a possessive term would annoy her. But the way Zach looked at her and the way he touched her made her feel not like a possession but like someone who was cared about, cherished. And when he made love with her—

She shivered at the memory of what he could do with his hands and his mouth and his body.

He stroked a hand down her bare arm, raising goose bumps on her flesh. “Cold?”

She shook her head. How could she possibly be cold when there was so much heat inside of her?

But he was already shrugging out of his jacket, tucking it around her shoulders. So she snuggled into it, absorbing the warmth from his body, breathing in his scent, already thinking about him taking the jacket off of her again, along with every other scrap of clothing she was wearing.

Anticipation tangled with the nerves in her belly as they rounded the corner and came upon the guest house.

There was a soft glow from the window, suggesting that a light had been left on inside. Probably one of Zach’s sisters, Paige thought, recalling their efforts to ensure that every detail of their brother’s wedding day was memorable.

He dug the key out of his pocket and slipped it into the lock. With a soft click, the dead bolt released and he pushed the door open.

Paige started forward.

“Wait.”

She paused in midstep. “What am I waiting for?”

“I’m supposed to carry you over the threshold.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s another one of those wedding traditions my family is big on—along with the honeymoon we’re not having.”

“But your family isn’t here.”

Zach looked around, squinting into the night. “It’s too dark to be sure of that.”

She chuckled. “Do you really think your sisters are lurking somewhere in the rows of grapes?”


“It wouldn’t be the first time,” he muttered.

“Now that sounds like an interesting story.”

He swept her off of her feet and into his arms. “And not one I’m going to share.”

“Hayden will tell me.”

“Yeah, she probably will,” he agreed, and carried her through the open door. “But not tonight. Tonight is just for you and me.”

 

Except that when they entered the guest house, his concern that one of more of his sisters might be watching them proved well-founded because it was apparent someone had been there before them. The light she’d seen from the window wasn’t from a lamp that had been left on but clusters of candles set around the room.

“I hear music,” Paige said and, entranced, started to follow the sound of the soft notes floating on the air.

Zach, after only a slight hesitation, climbed the stairs behind her.

She’d never been in the guest house before, but she would bet that the room from which the music emanated was the master bedroom. The furniture was masculine looking—the wood solid and dark—but the tone of the room was balanced with distinctive feminine touches. Airy curtains at the windows, a collection of little bottles on the bureau, a rose-colored wing chair beneath an antique reading lamp in the corner.

The music was coming from a portable boom box on one of the twin nightstands that flanked the bed, along with a crystal vase filled with pink roses. On the other was a silver bucket in which a bottle of champagne was chilling, two crystal flutes standing at the ready beside it. More candles flickered in here, too, the light casting a decidedly romantic light over the scene.

But it was the bed at the center of the room that caught and held her attention. It was king-size and made up with cream-colored satin sheets scattered with fragrant rose petals.

“Wow,” Paige said.

“Apparently my sisters are romantics.”

“They’re wonderful,” she said. “Your whole family has been wonderful—” she sighed “—and I feel like such a fraud.”

He tipped her chin up, forced her to meet his gaze. “Why?”

“Because they think this is a real marriage.”

“It is real,” he insisted. “I’ve got the paperwork to prove it.”

She knew the marriage was legal, but what tugged at her conscience and what she wasn’t willing to remind him of now was that neither of them had really meant the vows they’d recited. Neither of them was in love with the other. But she believed they were both committed to the marriage, and maybe that would be enough.

“Well, then,” she said. “What do you want to do now?”

She couldn’t help it—even as she asked the question, her gaze just automatically slid back to the bed, to the velvety pink petals scattered on the glossy sheets.

Zach’s brows lifted. “What did you have in mind?”

She shrugged. “I was thinking maybe a hot bath, some cool champagne, then sliding between those sheets.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” he said, his hands cupping her shoulders to draw her closer. “Minus the bath and the champagne.”

“We can’t let good champagne go to waste,” she protested, though not very strenuously.

“We’ll have the champagne.” He kissed her lightly. “After.”

“Never let it be said that I don’t know how to compromise,” Paige said, drawing his mouth down to hers for another, steamier kiss.


“I wouldn’t dream of it.” He slipped his jacket from her shoulders. Then his fingertips skimmed over the ridge of her collarbone, down the length of her bare arms and back up again. This time when she shivered, he didn’t need to ask if she was cold.

His mouth eased away from hers, his lips trailed kisses along her jaw, down her throat. The bustier that Jocelyn had insisted would be perfect with her dress pushed up her breasts so that they swelled over the top of the bodice. Zach took his time exploring those swells and the valley between them.

Paige wasn’t nearly as patient. She tugged at his tie until the knot came loose, then began working at the line of buttons that ran down the front of his shirt, eager to get her hands on him.

She unfastened his belt, pulled it free of the loops and let it fall to the floor. Then she unhooked the front of his pants and released his zipper, stroking her hand down the front of his trousers as she did so. She smiled when Zach groaned, pleased to know that he was as aroused by her touch as she was by his.

After what seemed like an eternity of his hands stroking her body through the fabric of her dress, he zeroed in on the zipper at the side and slid it slowly downward. Then, just as slowly, he peeled the dress away until she was standing in front of him in only her undergarments and a pair of sexy silver sandals.

His eyes skimmed over her hotly, and her skin burned as if from his touch.

“And I thought you looked beautiful in the dress,” he murmured, then swept her up into his arms for a second time that day.

But this time she knew it was for her benefit alone, and though it was a foolishly romantic and completely unnecessary gesture, that knowledge didn’t stop her heart from fluttering wildly in her breast or prevent a sigh of pure pleasure from slipping from her lips.

“Do you like it?” she asked him.

“Like it?” He couldn’t take his eyes off of her.

The sheer lacy undergarment that she wore nipped tight at her waist and lifted her breasts so that they practically spilled over the top. Below, she wore a tiny pair of bikini panties that were just as sheer and lacy.

“Yeah, I like it,” he said, unfastening the tie that held the two sides together. “But not as much as I like what’s underneath.”

This time it wasn’t an impulse and it was more than a stolen hour. They had the guest house all to themselves—there was no baby sleeping in the next room, no parents slumbering down the hall. There was no one but Paige.

And this time he was going to linger. He was going to listen for the hitch in her breath, the sound of her sighs, the tenor of her moans. She did sigh as his mouth slid over the curve of her breast, gasped when his lips nibbled the already turgid peak and moaned when he suckled deeply.

Yeah, that was what he wanted—and using her responses as his guide, he continued his leisurely exploration.

He could feel her heat and her wetness, and as his tongue stroked over the triangle of lace between her legs, her hips instinctively lifted. His hands slid up the back of her thighs, curved around her buttocks and held her immobile while he feasted.

She whimpered and writhed. And when he pushed aside the scrap of fabric and laved her hot, wet center with his tongue, he savored the essence of her explosion.

This time he was prepared, although he had to find the pants he’d discarded to retrieve the condoms he’d stuffed in his pocket. He made quick work of that task and hastily sheathed himself before rejoining her on the bed.


But the moment he braced himself over her, all sense of urgency vanished.

She looked so beautiful in the candlelight. So perfect.

She reached for him, her hands draping over his shoulders, her legs hooking around his waist. He slipped inside of her wet heat, his groan mingling with her sigh. He began to move, and she matched him, beat for beat, thrust for thrust, faster, harder, deeper.

Her body arched as the climax wracked her body, and he rode the wave with her, then shuddered his release into her.

 

This time when Paige woke in the morning and found herself wrapped in the warm strength of Zach’s arms, she didn’t panic at the thought of getting caught in his bed. No, this time her panic had a different origin. It was the realization that she could quite happily wake up like this every morning for the rest of her life.

Maybe that wasn’t an unusual thought for a newly married woman, but it was both unusual and unnerving for a woman who’d married for only practical reasons.

She started to shift away from him, needing some physical distance to put her thoughts in order, but his arm clamped tighter around her, keeping her close to his side.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked in a sleepy voice.

“I thought I’d, uh, take a shower.”

“We showered last night,” he reminded her.

“That was last night,” she said. “And it was before you decided to get creative with the champagne.”

Although his eyes remained closed, his lips curved. “I don’t remember hearing any protests at the time.”

She seemed to recall gasping with shock when he’d dribbled the liquid on various parts of her body, then moaning with pleasure as he’d slowly and thoroughly licked up every drop, but she definitely hadn’t protested. “That’s not the point.”

His hand slid up to cup her breast, his thumb rubbing lazily over her nipple. “I think it’s a pretty good point.”

“Zach.” Definitely a moan rather than a protest.

“Yeah?” His hand moved downward, between her thighs.

Her legs parted for him and she sighed, surrendering to what they both needed. “Maybe we could try the hot tub instead of the shower next time.”

“Whatever you want,” he promised her.

 

When they finally got out of the hot tub, they were both starving. Though Zach thought it was unlikely that the refrigerator would be stocked, he pulled open the door anyway and found a fancy tray done up with meats and cheeses and crackers and fruit.

“Your sisters are the best,” Paige said, helping herself to a plump ripe strawberry.

“I’m starting to warm up to them myself,” Zach agreed, which made her laugh.

She piled a cracker with a square of Muenster and a slice of kielbasa, popped it into her mouth, then washed it down with a mouthful of spring water. “You’re crazy about them.”

“I’d be crazy to admit it.” He went straight for the Colby, tossed a few cubes into his mouth.

“And they adore you.”

He winced at that. “They adore torturing me.”

“Because that’s what sisters are supposed to do,” she informed him, selecting a cluster of green grapes.

“I guess I didn’t get the memo on that.”

“You’re lucky,” she said. “I didn’t know what it meant to have siblings until I went to live with Ashley and Megan.”

“And did they torture you?”


“We tortured each other,” she admitted. “But we always knew we could count on one another, too.”

“You miss them, don’t you?”

“I do. But we have such different lives now. Both Megan and Ashley are married and having babies and—”

“You’re married now, too,” he pointed out. “Or did you forget that already?”

She blushed. “Of course I haven’t forgotten. I’m just still getting used to the idea.”

“I think you forgot,” he said, feigning indignation. “Obviously I have to figure out a way to remind you.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“Let me show you,” he said.

 

After they made love again, they finally, reluctantly, got dressed.

“This has been…incredible,” Paige said.

“So why do you sound so sad?”

“Because I wish it was more than just an interlude from the real world.”

“Is the real world so bad?” he asked gently, understanding that when she spoke so reproachfully about the real world what she was referring to was his world—the military environment in which he worked and lived.

“I guess time will tell.”

He kissed her gently. “I meant what I said when I spoke those vows,” he told her. “I will always come home to you and Emma.”

In fact, he’d meant everything he’d said during the ceremony in which he’d promised to love, honor and cherish her, but he knew she wasn’t ready to hear those words just yet.

Which she confirmed when she said, “Speaking of Emma, it really is time for us to be getting back.”


Reminding himself that he had no right to be frustrated, he picked up his duffel bag and slung it over his shoulder, then followed her up the path to the main house.








Chapter Thirteen



It surprised Zach how easily he settled into the house on Chetwood Street with Paige and Emma. Of course, he’d been staying there with them before the trip to California, but he’d been a guest then. Now, he was legally Paige’s husband and legitimately Emma’s father, and he felt as if they really were a family. And he was happier and more content than he could have imagined.

It wasn’t the kind of life he’d ever envisioned for himself. A tidy two-story home in the middle of suburbia. A lawn to mow, flowers to tend, windows to wash. It was almost ridiculous how much he enjoyed tackling those mundane day-to-day chores. Or maybe it was the beautiful wife and adorable baby girl who fulfilled him in a way he’d never felt before.

They shared meals together and they spent time with Emma, playing with her, caring for her. And when she was settled down for the night, he and Paige would go upstairs together and he’d find himself reaching for her, wanting her as he’d never wanted another woman. And she would come to him willingly, even eagerly, and they would make love as if they couldn’t get enough of one another.

It was so perfect, he knew it couldn’t last.

And he couldn’t help but wonder, what was going to happen when he left? Because the one thing both he and Paige had been certain of at the outset was that he would be leaving again.

It was, in fact, the reason they’d married—so Emma would have a mother to care for her when he was away and provide her with the stability that his transient career couldn’t provide.

Meanwhile, Paige was still in the process of figuring out her career plan, trying to decide if she wanted to go back to Syracuse and her position at Wainwright, Witmer & Wynne or maybe look at staying in Pinehurst where she would be closer to her cousins and their families. He thought about suggesting Trenton as another possibility, but he knew that would be solely for his own convenience and completely unfair because he wouldn’t be home all that often.

But the more he thought about leaving Paige and Emma, the more he found himself having doubts about the life he’d chosen for himself. Or maybe it was simply that falling in love had caused him to reevaluate the choices he’d made before he was a father, before he’d met Paige.

If he was willing to walk away from his career, he might be able to have a normal life with Paige and Emma. He’d never wanted a normal life before. There was no adrenaline rush with normal, no sense of purpose. Except that there was definitely a rush whenever he thought of Paige, and he couldn’t imagine any task with more purpose than being a father to his daughter.

Whenever he’d thought of his life before, he’d thought first and foremost of his career. The military was his life, a second family when he was so far away from his own.


But he’d given them fifteen years, and as much as he loved flying, he knew he couldn’t fly forever. In fact, they were already trying to promote him out of the cockpit. And watching the young guys coming up in the ranks, witnessing their boundless energy and unflagging enthusiasm, sometimes made him feel even older than his thirty-seven years.

He wanted something for himself now. He wanted Paige and Emma and maybe even more children down the road.

Of course, more children was something he definitely needed to discuss with Paige. He had no idea what her thoughts were with respect to kids, except that—by her own admission—she’d been completely unprepared for a child when Emma came into her care. Prior to that, she hadn’t given any thought to parenthood.

He didn’t know if that had changed at all. Certainly it wasn’t anything they’d talked about before they’d gotten married. In fact, there were too many things they hadn’t talked about, too much they hadn’t known about one another before pledging to spend their lives together, and he vowed to change that.

But every time he tried to broach the subject of their future, Paige would steer the conversation in another direction. And because he was reluctant to force the issue when things were going so well between them, he let her, and the days simply slipped away until it was time for him to say goodbye to his wife and daughter and report back to duty.

She didn’t ask how long he would be gone, probably because she knew it wasn’t a question he could answer with any degree of certainty. And he didn’t ask if she would be there when he came home, because he trusted that she meant to honor the vows they’d exchanged, that she wouldn’t disregard a promise as easily as Heather had done.

 

Paige had known Zach was going to leave. Because she grew up in the military, she understood what the uniform meant to the men and women who wore it. She understood and appreciated the sacrifices they made for their commanders, their comrades, their country.

But knowing Zach was going to leave still hadn’t prepared her for the reality of his absence, and she felt the emptiness keenly when he was gone.

Twenty-four hours after he’d said goodbye, she was trying to remember what her life with Emma had been like before he’d ever walked into it. She’d been happy enough then. She certainly wouldn’t have said that there was anything missing. But now, everything seemed empty without him.

“Dada,” Emma demanded.

“Dada had to go bye-bye,” Paige said.

The little girl curled and uncurled her fingers, the toddler version of a wave. “Bye-bye.”

“That’s right, sweetie. Dada’s gone bye-bye.”

“Pawk?” Emma said, latching on to her next favorite topic.

Paige managed to smile. “I have some work to do this morning, but maybe we can go to the park later.”

Emma clapped her hands together. “Pawk!”

Paige ruffled the little girl’s hair and wished there was something that could lift her mood as easily.

 

Paige was feeling too melancholy to want to be alone with her thoughts, so she called Ashley and Megan and invited them to come over. Now only a few weeks away from her own due date, Ashley hadn’t been venturing far but was more than happy to get out of the house for a while—even if it was just to go down the street. Megan had just gotten home from Marcus’s first monthly checkup but willingly strapped the baby back into his car seat and came over to join them.

Ashley brought Maddie with her, of course, and the little girl happily occupied Emma while the adults chatted. It was a nice way to spend the afternoon, or so she thought until Megan asked about Zach.

“How long is he going to be away this time?”

“Probably until the new year,” she admitted, trying not to think about how many months and weeks and days that would mean and how very much she missed him already.

“That sucks,” Ashley said.

Paige just shrugged, feigning a nonchalance she wasn’t anywhere close to feeling. “Except for the ring on my finger, it just means that nothing has really changed in my life.”

“Uh-oh,” Ashley said softly, ominously.

Paige frowned. “What?”

“You’ve fallen in love with him.”

“I have not.”

“Then why are you getting all bent out of shape over the fact that he’s gone?” Megan demanded.

“I’m not bent out of shape,” she denied.

Ashley and Megan exchanged looks.

“Okay, maybe I have feelings for him,” Paige allowed. “And maybe they’re deeper than feelings I’ve had for anyone before.”

“Well, considering that you’re married to the guy, I’d say that’s a good thing,” Megan noted.

But Paige wasn’t so sure and said so.

Ashley shook her head. “Did you really think this marriage would be like a business arrangement with enforceable terms and conditions?”

“Yes.”

Megan rolled her eyes. “You had sex with him before you married him, right?”

“So?”

“So obviously there was an attraction.”

“I’ve been attracted to other men before without my feelings spiraling out of control,” Paige informed her.


“You didn’t live with any of them,” Ashley pointed out logically.

“She never dated anyone long enough to make that kind of commitment,” Megan noted. “And yet she married Zach after knowing him only a few weeks.”

“Because it was the only way I could be sure I wouldn’t lose Emma.”

“Well, then, I guess you got exactly what you wanted,” Ashley said.

And Paige nodded, because it was true.

The problem was, now she wanted so much more.

 

Ashley had her baby on Friday.

Megan had gone three endlessly long days past her due date before her labor started, and then it had been both intense and painful. Ashley had her baby three weeks early and after only five hours of labor.

Because Ashley had suffered for years with endometriosis and the doctors hadn’t even been sure that she would be able to get pregnant and carry a baby to term, it seemed only fair that her pregnancy and delivery should proceed relatively easily. So when she came out of delivery with bright eyes, glowing cheeks, a radiant smile and a perfect seven-pound, ten-ounce baby girl, neither Megan nor Paige held it against her.

When Zach called later that night, she told him all about baby Alyssa. Of course, he remarked on how different Ashley’s labor was in comparison to Megan’s only six weeks earlier, and Paige couldn’t help but think how much her own life had changed in that same six-week period.

The day Megan had gone into labor, she hadn’t trusted Zach to stay alone with Emma for a few hours. Now she was married to him. And missing him like crazy.

Of course, she wasn’t ready to admit as much to him, but she did tell him, “Emma really misses you.”


“I miss both of you, too,” he said, and he sounded so sincere that her heart ached.

“I had a meeting at Wainwright, Witmer & Wynne on Monday,” she said, needing to steer the conversation to a more neutral topic before she said something to give away the feelings she hadn’t yet acknowledged to herself.

“Are you thinking of going back?” he asked her.

She sighed. “No. These past couple of months with Emma have made me realize how little time I spent with her before. I definitely need to get back to work, but I’ve decided to explore other options.”

“In Pinehurst?” he wondered.

“That’s one of the possibilities,” she agreed.

“There are others?” he prompted.

“Yes, but I don’t want to talk about them until I’ve figured some things out.”

“So what do you want to talk about?”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “I’m just happy to hear your voice.”

“Maybe Emma’s not the only one who misses me?” he prompted.

She refused to respond to that, telling him instead about a recent conversation she’d had with his mother, updating him on the news from California.

When she’d finally run out of things to say, Zach said, “I really do miss you, Paige. I go to bed at night aching for you, and I wake up in the morning reaching for you. And then I cross another day off of my calendar and curse the fact that the new year is so far away.”

She felt the prick of tears at the back of her eyes and sighed. “Zach?”

“Yeah?”

“I miss you, too,” she said, because it was easier to be honest with him over the phone, when she didn’t have to look into his eyes and worry that he could read the emotion that was filling her heart.

 

Paige’s thirtieth birthday was on the twentieth of July.

Although she hadn’t wanted or expected anyone to make a big deal about the occasion, Ashley—despite having given birth less than a week earlier—insisted on having her over for dinner, promising that Cam was in charge of the cooking. When Paige and Emma showed up, they found that Megan and Gage and baby Marcus were also there.

The adults ate salmon steaks, grilled asparagus and baby potatoes while Maddie and Emma happily chowed down on macaroni and cheese and the babies alternated between napping and snuggling at their mothers’ breasts.

It was a low-key celebration but no less enjoyable because of it. And if Paige found herself wishing, once or twice, that Zach could have been there with her, well, she knew to push such impossible fantasies aside.

Because everyone had babies to tend to, she said goodnight early, and when she returned home with Emma, she found a package from her aunt Lillian in the mailbox.

The envelope wasn’t very thick, but it felt heavy in her hand, and Paige was as apprehensive as she was anxious to see what was inside. But she took care of Emma’s bedtime routine first, giving her a bath, putting her in her jammies, brushing the ten teeth that she now had and just sharing a few minutes of quiet cuddling before tucking her into her crib.

Then she finally went back downstairs and opened the envelope.

There were only five photos in total, among them the wedding picture that Lillian had mentioned, and which confirmed that Paige had inherited many of her features from the woman who had given birth to her. But aside from that, Paige experienced no sense of recognition in looking at the photo. It was as if she had no memory of the woman at all, and that realization made her unbearably sad.

She was about to set the photo aside when her gaze shifted to the groom, and she found her attention riveted by a face that was at once familiar and yet so very different from the man she remembered. Familiar in that the shape of his nose, the line of his jaw and the intensity of his stare were all the same. Different in that she had never seen him looking so happy before.

He was smiling in the photo. No, not just smiling, actually grinning, as he gazed down at the woman he’d just married.

What happened? Paige wondered.

What could possibly have gone so wrong between them to turn such obvious love into bitterness and animosity?

She flipped through the rest of the pictures—one of mother and child taken in the hospital probably only a few hours after birth, a formal portrait of both parents with their baby, a later one of Paige when she was about three years old, kneeling in the sand beside her mother and trying to build something that didn’t in any way resemble a castle but over which they were apparently laughing. And the last, obviously taken a few years later, with Paige seated on her mother’s lap, a storybook open in front of her, but this time, neither of them was smiling.

She didn’t know if it was just the timing of the candid shot or if their more somber expressions were indicative of the fact that both mother and daughter knew that their lives had already begun to change and would soon veer in different directions.

With a sigh, she slid the photos back into the envelope. But the corner of one of them seemed to catch on something, and when Paige opened the envelope wider, she found a folded piece of paper with a sticky note tucked inside. She unfolded the page and her breath caught. Lynn Mackenzie



216 Eastport Drive
 Berkeley, CA

The note was from her Aunt Lillian.

Paige,

After we spoke at your wedding, I dug through some old files to find these photos and came across this address. I don’t know if you have any interest in trying to contact your mother or even if Lynn is still in California, but if you want to find her, this at least gives you a starting point.

Lxo


California?

It seemed like too much of a coincidence to ignore.

 

Zach had adjusted to the routine of being back in Afghanistan easily enough. What he couldn’t adjust to was missing Paige and Emma.

He’d been an Air Force pilot for fifteen years, and during that time, he’d never had any trouble keeping his focus. He’d never let anything or anyone distract him from his job. And it wasn’t that he was distracted so much as he felt disconnected. He went through the motions but he felt empty inside.

After a particularly long and grueling day, he stripped out of his flight suit and headed to the shower. As he stepped beneath the stinging hot spray, he mentally calculated the time difference to Pinehurst and swore when he realized it was too late to call.

He’d desperately wanted to hear Paige’s voice, to have her tell him that she missed him as much as he missed her. Obviously that wasn’t going to happen tonight, so he checked his e-mail instead, hoping for a message from her, just so that he could feel less out of touch. He was surprised to find a message from Megan Richmond—and he swore again when he read it through.

 

It was three days after Paige’s birthday before Zach had an opportunity to call. As usual, he couldn’t talk for long, but he’d been aching to hear her voice and anxious to apologize for missing her birthday. He’d felt like such an idiot when he’d read her cousin’s e-mail and realized he’d gotten married without even knowing his wife’s birth date. Worse, he hadn’t gotten the e-mail until it was too late for him to do anything about it.

But Paige sounded genuinely pleased to hear from him when she answered the phone, although she immediately passed the phone to Emma so that he could say a few words to his daughter. Of course, Emma didn’t say much back except “Dadadadada” and then Paige was on the line again.

“I’m really sorry I missed your birthday,” he told her. “I promise I’ll make it up to you when I get home.”

“It’s okay,” Paige said, and she actually did sound as if she was okay about it. “And the flowers were—and still are—absolutely beautiful.”

Later he would blame sleep deprivation for the delayed functioning of his brain because instead of realizing that someone—Ashley or Megan or both—had covered his ass for him and responding with something like, ‘I’m glad you liked them,’ he heard himself say instead, “What flowers?”

There was a moment of absolute silence during which all he heard was the cursing inside his own head.

“You didn’t send the flowers?”

He winced, uncomfortably aware that he couldn’t change his response now, no matter how desperately he wanted to do so. “I would have, if I’d known it was your birthday, but—”


“It’s okay,” she interrupted to say again, although she sounded a little less okay this time.

“I’ll make it up to you,” he promised.

“There’s nothing to make up. Really.”

But the rest of their conversation after that was brief and somewhat stilted, and when he said, “I miss you, Paige,” her only response was “Fly safe.”

 

Paige didn’t confront Ashley and Megan about the flowers. She didn’t need a confession to know that they had arranged the deception. And although she also knew that her cousins had done so with the best of intentions, the fact remained that she had been duped—and forgotten.

The rational part of her brain argued that she couldn’t hold Zach responsible for forgetting something he’d never known, but that didn’t soften the ache of rejection that echoed deep in her heart and brought back memories of another birthday that she’d thought long-buried.

“What are you sulking about?” Phillip Wilder demanded.

His voice, always so powerful and authoritative, echoed in her mind, as real as if he was speaking to her now. But the scene that played out in her mind was one that she’d lived seventeen years before.

“You missed my birthday party,” she spoke softly, almost apologetically, as if she knew the oversight was somehow her own fault and that she, therefore, had no right to be upset with him.

“Your birthday party?” There was no remorse in his tone, only cold, hard scorn.

She nodded, though it wasn’t just that he hadn’t made an appearance at the party but that he’d made no mention of her thirteenth birthday at all, as if he’d completely forgotten the significance of the date. And in that moment, she knew that he had.


He shook his head. “I lost three men yesterday, so forgive me for thinking that some things are more goddamned important than cake and ice cream.”

And with that parting remark, he’d stormed out of the house again, slamming the door behind him.

Paige hadn’t celebrated another birthday until the year she turned sixteen. Of course, she’d been living with Ashley and Megan and Aunt Lillian by then, and Aunt Lillian had insisted that a girl’s sweet sixteen required a party. She’d invited all of Paige’s friends from school and she’d decorated the living room with flowers and streamers.

Paige had been touched by the effort her aunt had undertaken, but she hadn’t been able to swallow a bite of the gorgeous cake that had been ordered to celebrate the occasion.

She pushed aside the memories and glanced at the flowers on the table again.

The were stunningly beautiful.

And they were a lie.

Just like her entire marriage was a lie.

She took the tall cut-crystal vase to the garbage, dumping both the flowers and the container inside. Then she picked up the phone and dialed an all-too-familiar number.

“Wainwright, Witmer & Wynne,” Louise said. “How may I direct your call?”

Paige took a deep breath. “Hi, I wanted to make an appointment to see Karen Rosario.”

“Certainly,” the receptionist agreed. “May I ask what it’s regarding?”

She swallowed around the lump in her throat. “Child custody.”








Chapter Fourteen



Paige’s car wasn’t in the driveway when Zach got home, and although he was undeniably disappointed, he knew he only had himself to blame. He should have called from the plane to let her know that he was coming home, to tell his wife that he’d made some decisions that he wanted to share with her. But he’d wanted his arrival to be a surprise—and instead, he surprised himself by coming home to an empty house.

He dropped his duffel inside the door and went to the kitchen to grab a drink. He opened a can of Coke and noted that the message light was flashing on the answering machine. He took another swallow from the can and pressed the button.

“Hi, Paige, it’s Karen Rosario. I understand that you canceled your appointment for this afternoon and I was a little concerned about your reasons for doing so. I know you had some qualms about proceeding while your husband is out of the country but, as I explained earlier, I believe that his absence can work in your favor, so please give me a call to reschedule—”

Zach pressed the stop button.

He’d heard enough.

More than enough.

Lord, he felt like such a fool. He was a fool. To think about what he’d been willing to do, what he’d done, to prove himself to Paige. To prove that he wanted to be with her and wanted to be a father to Emma. To prove that he loved them both and that nothing mattered to him as much as being with them.

And while he’d been changing his life for the benefit of his family, Paige was trying to destroy it.

Maybe the lawyer’s message hadn’t been explicit, but the information had been there. Karen Rosario was the lawyer Paige had consulted when they’d been trying to work out custody of Emma, and obviously that was the direction that she’d decided she wanted to go in again.

She’d never claimed to love him. He was the one who’d foolishly believed she had to have some feelings for him, who’d foolishly let himself hope those feelings would grow—that she would come to love him as much as he loved her.

 

Paige wasn’t the type to act emotionally or impulsively. Not usually.

Her marriage to Zach suggested otherwise, but she knew that her decision to accept his proposal was only further proof that nothing had been usual since he’d walked into her life almost three months earlier.

In that moment, everything had changed. And not just because his existence had threatened her relationship with Emma, but because his presence in her life threatened everything she knew and believed about herself.

Being with Zach made her want things she’d never wanted before—most notably, a future and a family with someone she knew she would love forever. And the love she felt for him—the depth and scope of the emotion unlike anything she’d ever known—scared her senseless.

And so she’d reacted as if she truly were brainless—pushing him away when she wanted to hold him close. Threatening to tear apart the family they’d so recently put together.

She’d had relationships before, of course, but none of any real significance. She’d certainly never been in love before. Maybe she’d come close once or twice, but the truth was, she’d been hurt too many times to let herself form any kind of deep emotional attachments. And as Ashley had so astutely pointed out, whenever anyone had started to get too close, she’d pushed them away.

It wasn’t that she didn’t want to fall in love and be loved in return—she just didn’t know how to let down the protective barriers she’d built around her heart and welcome someone in.

Of course, she hadn’t let Zach in, either. But somehow he was there. He’d stormed through the barriers without her even realizing it until he was so firmly ensconced that she didn’t know how to get rid of him.

Or even if she wanted to.

 

Zach stayed up through most of the night, waiting for Paige to come home.

She never did.

He tried calling her cell but kept getting her voice mail—and he had no interest in leaving a message.

He finally fell asleep toward dawn and awoke with a start, suddenly thinking about Olivia and the tragic accident that had taken her life. What if something had happened to Paige and Emma? As angry as he still was about the telephone message from Karen Rosario, he knew he couldn’t bear it if he lost his wife and daughter.

He couldn’t think of anywhere that Paige could be, where she might have gone, but it occurred to him that Ashley or Megan would probably know. Because Ashley was closer, he decided to start there.

She answered the door with a tiny infant in her arms and a genuine smile on her face. “Zach, hi. I thought I saw your truck drive down the street last night, but Paige said you weren’t coming home until after Christmas.”

He knew he should congratulate her on the new addition, show an interest in the baby, but he was too tired and worried to make idle conversation so all he said was, “Where is she?”

Ashley frowned. “Paige?”

“Yes, Paige. Where is she? Where did she take my daughter?”

Her cousin was obviously puzzled and just a little wary. “Haven’t you talked to her?”

“If I’d been able to get in touch with her, I wouldn’t be here,” he ground out.

She blinked at the harshness of his tone and rubbed a hand soothingly down the baby’s back. “She took Emma to California.”

He frowned. “California?”

“To see your parents.” She touched a hand to his arm. “Are you okay?” she asked gently. “Has something happened?”

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” he muttered.

“Did you want to come in—”

He shook his head. “No. Thanks. I have to catch a flight to San Francisco.”

 

When Paige and Emma flew into California, Zach’s parents insisted on meeting them at the airport. Although she’d been prepared to rent a car—and would have, in some ways, preferred to do so—they’d insisted that there were enough vehicles available for her use that it wasn’t necessary. But the transportation issue aside, Paige had to admit that it was nice to be met at the end of a long journey. And when she found herself caught, first in Kathleen’s embrace and then in Justin’s, she really felt as if she’d come home.

She’d expected that Zach’s parents would have a lot of questions about the reasons for her trip, especially considering that only a few weeks had passed since her first visit with Emma. But they didn’t ask. Maybe they wanted her to tell them, or maybe they were just so genuinely pleased to have another chance to visit with their granddaughter that the reasons didn’t matter.

But on the fourth day of their visit, while Paige was helping Kathleen prepare dinner, her mother-in-law asked, “How are you holding up?”

Paige pushed the masher into the steaming mound of cooked potatoes. “What do you mean?”

“Just that it can’t be easy to say goodbye to a man you’ve only been married to for a few weeks with the expectation that it will be a lot longer than that before you see him again.”

“I thought I would be okay with it,” Paige told her. “I mean, my father was—is—in the military, so I grew up with frequent goodbyes and extended periods of absence.”

“But you never had a choice in that, did you?” Kathleen guessed.

“No,” she agreed. “But even knowing what kind of demands his career entailed, I chose to marry Zach.”

“And now you have regrets?”

“No,” she said again, shaking her head for emphasis. “Maybe I did when he first went away. Or maybe it would be more accurate to say I had fears.”

“What kind of fears?”

“That he wouldn’t come back to me. Not because he couldn’t, but because he wouldn’t want to.”

“Oh, honey,” Kathleen put her hand on Paige’s shoulder, squeezed it gently. “I know my son, which means that I’m well aware of how difficult and uncommunicative he can be, and I have no doubt that if you and Zach actually sat down together and talked about this, you wouldn’t have cause to worry.

“But because that isn’t possible right now, let me assure you that because I know my son, I know that, whatever his purported reasons for marrying you, he never would have done so if he didn’t love you.”

Hope flickered inside her, but was quickly extinguished. She knew that Zach cared about her, but he’d never said anything about love. “Zach married me so that Emma would have a mother and a father,” she admitted to his mother.

“I’m sure that was a factor in his decision,” Kathleen agreed.

Paige wanted to insist that it was the only factor, but she didn’t see any point in arguing with her mother-in-law. But Kathleen must have sensed her skepticism because she squeezed Paige’s shoulder again. “Why don’t you believe that he loves you?”

“Because no one ever has.”

She hadn’t intended to speak the words out loud, hadn’t even realized that sense of unworthiness was so deeply rooted in her heart until she said it. And it wasn’t until she felt Kathleen’s arms come around her that she realized she was crying.

Her mother-in-law’s warmth and compassion encouraged her to confide her deepest fears and insecurities, and Paige found herself telling Kathleen everything about her past, from her mother’s abandonment to her father’s banishment and everything in between.

And when she was finally done, when all her tears had been cried and the potatoes were stone-cold, Zach’s mom continued to hold her.

It had been so long since Paige had been held, so long since she’d felt a mother’s affection, that she wasn’t in any hurry to withdraw from the embrace. As Kathleen comforted her, Paige’s spirit was soothed and her resolve was strengthened. And she knew that she’d made the right choice, not just in coming to California but in marrying Zach. Because he was the man she would love forever and she wasn’t going to give up on their marriage or their family. Ever.

 

Zach couldn’t get a direct flight to California, which meant that instead of the trip taking seven hours, he was in transit nearly fourteen.

By the time he arranged for a car and made the drive to his parents’ house, he was annoyed, exhausted and even more furious with Paige.

And then he found out that she wasn’t even there.

“Where is she?”

“I don’t know,” his mother responded calmly to his impatient demand. “She just said that she had some things she needed to do and asked if she could borrow a car for a few hours.”

“Where’s Emma?” he demanded.

“She’s with Paige.” She looked up from the laundry she was folding. “Honestly, Zach, what has gotten into you?”

“I just…I need to talk to Paige.”

“Well, she should be back soon. In the meantime, why don’t you go down to the winery to see your father? Maybe he can do something about this mood you brought home with you.”

Being sent to his father was a revised version of “wait till your father gets home,” and as Zach trudged toward the winery, he regretted that he’d taken his anger and frustration out on his mother.

He was halfway between the house and the winery when his mother’s little red car came zipping up the driveway. The vehicle slowed as it drew nearer, then stopped right in the middle of the lane.

With the sun glinting off of the windshield, he couldn’t see the driver. But even before the door opened, Zach knew it was Paige.

She stepped out of the car, her lips curved.

The smile was like a sucker punch to his gut.

How could she look at him like that—as if she was happy to see him? How could she pretend that everything was okay when she was planning to end their marriage?

Leaving the car door open, she started toward him.

Zach didn’t dare let her get any closer because he knew that if he let her touch him, he would be toast. He would give her anything, everything, just to be with her.

But she’d already made it clear that wasn’t what she wanted, and he wasn’t going to beg.

So he halted her in his tracks by asking, “Where in hell is your phone?”

Paige stopped moving. Her smile faded.

It obviously wasn’t what she expected to hear from him, and she stared at him, uncomprehending. “What?”

“Your phone,” he practically growled. “I’ve been trying to call you for two days.”

“Oh. Emma dropped it in the toilet.”

“Emma dropped it in the toilet?”

“At the airport. It’s completely fried, and I haven’t had a chance to replace it.” Her brow creased. “How did you get here? And why are you angry with me?”

“Maybe because I traveled for twenty-two hours to get home from Afghanistan only to find that my wife and my daughter weren’t anywhere to be found.”

She took an automatic step back, as if she was afraid of him. Not that he could blame her when he sounded like a madman. But then she dug in her heels and lifted her chin, reminding him that she wasn’t easily intimidated.

Her strength of character was only one of the reasons he’d fallen in love with her, and as hurt and angry as he was right now, he couldn’t deny that he did love her. And he knew that he always would.

“If you’d let me know that you were planning to come home, I would have advised you of our plans,” she said coolly. “And in any case, you’ve found us now.”

“But I still don’t know why you’re here,” he told her, and then couldn’t stop himself from asking, “Did you find out that it’s easier to petition for divorce in the state in which you were married?”

Petition for divorce?

Paige stared at him, as stunned by the question as she’d been by his unannounced arrival and unexpected distance. And then the words sank in, and her heart plummeted. “Wh-what do you mean?”

“You really should call home every once in a while to check your phone messages. If you had, you’d know that your lawyer is trying to get in touch with you.”

Suddenly his distance, his coolness made sense. Except that he didn’t even know half the story. “It’s not what you think, Zach,” she said, suddenly desperate to explain, desperate to make him understand, to erase that cold distance in his tone and the icy disdain in his eyes.

“You mean you didn’t go see her about your chances of maintaining custody of Emma if we split up?” he challenged.

She winced. “Okay, I did, but—”

“Jesus, Paige, why don’t you just take a knife and carve out my heart?”

The anguish in his voice brought tears to her eyes. She’d hurt him, which was what she’d wanted when she first went to see Karen—to hurt him as he’d hurt her. As everyone she’d ever loved had hurt her by not loving her back. And then she’d gone home after her appointment and spent some time playing with Emma, and she’d realized that Emma would be the one who hurt the most, and as angry as she was with Zach, she never wanted to hurt their little girl.

“I made a mistake,” she said, silently pleading for him to understand.

But his gaze was hard and flat and cold when it locked on hers again. “So did I.”

She swallowed. “Aren’t you going to let me explain?”

“What’s to explain? If you want out of our marriage, I have no intention of trying to change your mind.”

Of course he wouldn’t. Because he didn’t care enough to fight for their marriage, to want to keep her with him. No one had ever cared enough.

And suddenly she felt as if she was seven years old again, trying to understand how her mother could just leave. Or fifteen years old and on a plane flying across the ocean because her father had sent her away. And just like both of those times, she felt helpless and overwhelmed and completely alone.

But then she remembered something that Kathleen had said to her. That Zach wouldn’t have married her unless he had some pretty strong feelings for her. And although she saw no evidence of those feelings in the man standing before her now, she had to trust that his mother knew what she was saying. She had to trust in Zach.

And if she wanted him to fight for her, to fight for their marriage, she had to show that she was willing to do the same.

“I don’t want out,” she told him. “But I don’t know how to do this.”

“Do what?”

“Make a relationship work. Especially a long-distance one.”

“So you decided to walk away.”

“It was the pattern of my life,” she reminded him. “I never learned how to stick things out. Maybe I never wanted to.”

“That’s clear enough,” he said.


“No!” Tears burned her eyes, her throat was tight. “I don’t want to walk away this time.”

“What do you want?”

“I want to work it out.”

“Why?”

“I’m not sure I understand what you’re asking,” she hedged.

“Is it for Emma?”

She knew that her answer to his question could decide their future, that it was time to put her heart on the line. But he was so cold and distant right now, she was terrified that he would throw it back at her, and she wasn’t sure that she was strong enough to handle rejection again. “Of course,” she said. “Emma deserves—”

“What about us, Paige?” he interrupted. “You and me. What do we deserve?”

The weary tone in his voice warned that she wasn’t likely to get many more chances to tell him the truth about her feelings, so she took a deep breath and tried again. “I don’t know what we deserve,” she admitted, “but I know what I want. I want to be with you and Emma, to be a family.”

Before he could respond to that, a little voice called out from the back of the car. “Da!”

Paige exhaled, torn between relief and frustration when Zach turned away. He was immediately at the door, reaching inside the car to unhook Emma from her seat. Joy, pure and simple, shone from his eyes when he lifted the pint-size child into his arms.

“There’s my girl,” he said, his tone filled with all the warmth and affection that had been missing when he’d spoken to Paige.

Emma beamed at him and kissed each of his cheeks.

Zach closed his eyes as he hugged her. “You can’t possibly know how much I missed you.”

“Dadadadada,” she said again.


“Yeah.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “Dadda’s home.”

For how long? Paige wanted to ask. But she stifled the impulse, reminding herself it was enough that he was here now. And so long as he was, maybe they could figure out their future together.

“Pawk?” Emma asked.

He chuckled. “Not right now, honey.”

She turned to Paige. “Pawk?”

Paige shook her head. “Grandpa said he’ll take you in the pool after supper.”

Which was apparently a satisfactory substitute for “park” as Emma clapped her hands together happily.

She knew that she and Zach had a lot of things to work through. She also knew that they weren’t going to make any progress right now while father and daughter were so completely immersed in one another. Not that she minded. She would never begrudge Emma any time that she had with Zach. She just wished she knew where she fit in his list of priorities.

 

After dinner, when Emma was in the pool with her grandpa, Paige cornered Zach in the living room.

“Do you think we could finish the conversation we were having this afternoon?” She broached the topic cautiously.

“You mean the one in which you were explaining why you went to see a divorce attorney?” he challenged.

Although there was still an edge to his tone, it wasn’t nearly as sharp as it had been earlier. She didn’t know if that meant he was willing to listen to her explanation now, or if he’d just grown weary of the whole conversation.

“I told you that was a mistake.”

He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Maybe I’m the one who made the mistake,” he said.

Her eyes filled with tears. “Don’t say that, Zach. Please.”


“I had unrealistic expectations,” he said, sounding resigned.

“What do you mean?”

“Somewhere along the line I started to believe that we were more than two people trying to do what was best for a little girl.” He looked at her now, and the icy mask was finally stripped away. “And I fell in love with you.”

“You fell…in love…with me?” She was stunned, and thrilled, and filled with cautious hope. She wanted to say the words back to him, to tell him what was in her heart, but he didn’t give her a chance.

“I didn’t plan for it to happen,” he admitted. “But it did, and I thought that maybe, eventually, you might fall in love with me, too. But I knew it wasn’t going to happen while I was out of the country, so I came home from Afghanistan and heard the message from your lawyer and—”

“Iloveyoutoo.”

Zach stopped talking. He stared at her. He seemed taken aback, though she didn’t know if it was by the words or the way she’d blurted them out.

“Okay, maybe I wasn’t supposed to shout the words at you like that,” she acknowledged, “but I’ve never actually said them to anyone before.”

“I know,” he said, his expression wary. “Which makes me wonder why you’re saying them to me now.”

“Because I do love you,” she said and exhaled a sigh of relief when the words came out more easily this time.

“Then can you tell me why, if you love me, you went to see a divorce lawyer?”

She sighed. “Because I’m an idiot.”

“I’m not going to dispute that,” he said. “Not in this instance, anyway.”

“I was hurt and angry and it was an impulse,” she admitted. “And then I changed my mind.”

“What changed your mind?”


“Realizing that I loved you.” She smiled a little, because the words were getting easier to say every time. “And realizing that if I only had five days a year with you, it was better than no days at all.”

“Do you really feel that way?” he asked cautiously.

She nodded. “I really do.”

He frowned, still struggling to put all of the pieces together. “So why did you come to California?”

“There were a few reasons that I decided to make the trip,” she hedged.

“Any particular reason you didn’t tell me?”

“Because I didn’t think you would find out. I didn’t want you to know.”

His brows rose. She winced.

“Okay, that sounded bad. But it wasn’t a big secret so much as it was supposed to be a surprise.” She blew out a breath. “I came to write the bar exam.

“It was your father’s idea,” she explained. “I mean, he mentioned the possibility of me finding a job in California the last time we were here, and I disregarded the idea because I’m not licensed to practice in California, and then I started to think that maybe I could be.”

“You’re looking for a job in California?”

“Well, the test results will take a few months yet, but if I pass the bar, I thought we might want to consider moving closer to your family.”

“But—what about your family?”

“I love both of my cousins dearly, but they have their own families now. And if we wanted to give Emma a brother or a sister someday, it would be nice to be closer to your parents and your sisters, especially if you’re overseas.”

“You want to have a baby?”

They hadn’t talked about having other children and she didn’t know how he would respond, but she smiled at the hopeful note in his voice. “I’ve found myself thinking about it a lot lately, but I’m not sure I could manage two kids—or maybe even more—on my own.”

“You wouldn’t be on your own,” he told her.

“Well, that’s why I was thinking we could live here. Not here in this house,” she amended. “But somewhere not too far away.”

“I’m happy that you would even consider moving to be closer to my family, and I know my parents would be overjoyed. But when I said that you wouldn’t be on your own, I meant that I will be with you.”

“I know you’d make every effort, but—”

“No,” he interrupted. “I won’t try to be with you, I will be with you. I’ve decided to resign from the military.”

“But…why?”

“Because you need me,” he said simply.

She was stunned by his response, shocked that he would really take such a step for her and racked with guilt for the same reason.

“I don’t need you,” she denied. “Emma and I were getting by just fine and we can continue to do so.”

“You need me,” he said again, “maybe almost as much as I need you.”

She was humbled, speechless.

“That stunned you into silence, didn’t it?” He grinned and finally pulled her into his arms. “Yes, I need you. But even more important, I want you by my side, every day, for the rest of our lives together.”

“Well, I know that Emma would love to have her daddy around full-time.”

“What about you?” he prompted.

“I think that ‘every day, for the rest of our lives together’ sounds a heck of a lot better than the handful of days I was willing to settle for.”

“You shouldn’t have to settle.”

“Then I don’t want less than everything,” she told him and lifted her arms to link them behind his head. “I love you, Zach.”

“I love you, Paige.”

She smiled. “I could get used to hearing that.”

“I’ll make sure you do,” he promised.

“If you’re really going to be sticking around, can we have a honeymoon?”

He chuckled. “I am so all over that one.”

“And a baby?”

He paused, but it was hope rather than hesitation that burned in those blue, blue eyes that locked with hers. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah.” She smiled. “It surprised me, too, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized it was something I really want.”

“To have a family of your own,” he guessed.

“To have your baby,” she corrected.

He kissed her again. “I think that’s definitely something we could start working toward.”

“Tonight?”

“You read my mind.”

 

It was later that she finally told him about the last of her reasons for coming to California.

They were lying naked in his bed, and this time Paige didn’t feel panicked about anything. She only felt completely and blissfully content.

As Zach stroked a hand down her back, then slowly up again, she snuggled into him, listening to the beat of his heart beneath her cheek and feeling as if all was truly right in her world—or at least moving in that direction.

“I went to see my aunt today,” she told him.

“Lillian?”

She shook her head. “Serena. My mother’s sister.”


“I didn’t think you had any contact with your mother’s family.”

“I didn’t—until today. But I had an address in Berkeley, and because I was in California anyway, I thought I would try to track her down. I thought that putting together the pieces of my past might help me build toward the future.”

“And did you find any of those pieces?”

“More than I ever would have imagined,” she said. “Most importantly, and surprisingly, that Colonel Phillip Wilder isn’t really my father.”

Zach’s hand paused.

“Well, legally he is,” she continued, “because it’s his name on my birth certificate, but biologically, there’s no real connection between us.”

“How do you feel about that?” he asked.

“I’m not entirely sure,” she admitted. “I was stunned at first, then angry, because if he isn’t my father, who am I? But now, I think, I’m relieved. I hated to think that a man could be so ambivalent toward his own child, so it’s almost easier to accept that what he felt wasn’t ambivalence but resentment.

“According to Serena, when my mother decided to leave her husband, she planned to take me with her. But he came home while she was packing and told her that she could walk out if she wanted but no way was she taking his daughter.

“So she told him that he wasn’t my father, and he said he didn’t care. He didn’t care about that fact any more than he cared about me. It was all about his rights.

“We were living in Germany at the time, and my mother told Serena that she didn’t want to leave the country without me, but she believed it would be easier for her to petition to amend my birth certificate and get a court order for custody once she was back in the United States.”

“Obviously something fell through.”

“After months spent battling bureaucracy and cutting through red tape, just when she thought it was finally going to happen, when she was finally ready to serve all of the required legal documents on her husband, she found out that his unit had been deployed to another country. By the time she tracked him down again, she’d been diagnosed with ALS and decided that she didn’t want to bring me to live with her if it meant that I would have to watch her die.”

“I’m sorry, Paige. Not just because you lost your mother, but because the last thing you needed after having all of this dumped on you was for me to jump all over your back.”

“You didn’t know,” she said.

“But I should have,” he insisted. “And I should have been there with you.”

“You’re here with me now.”

He hugged her tight. “You’ve already forgiven me, haven’t you?”

“I love you,” she said simply.

“I like hearing you say that.” He kissed the top of her head. “I like it even better when you don’t stumble over the words.”

She smiled. “The point of all of that was to tell you that I do have a family of my own. Not just my aunt Lillian and Ashley and Megan, but now aunts and uncles and cousins on my mother’s side, too.”

“So what are you saying—that you don’t need my family now?” he teased.

“Maybe I don’t need them, but I want them anyway.” She brushed her lips against his. “Although not nearly as much as I want you.”

“I could happily spend every day of the rest of my life with you just like this,” Zach told her, then sighed. “But I think, eventually, I’m going to have to get a job.”

“Have you ever thought about getting your commercial pilot’s license?” she asked him.

“It’s not the kind of job that would allow me to sleep at home every night,” he told her.


“Would you be gone for months at a time?”

“No.”

“Would you come home to me and Emma every chance you could?” she asked.

“Of course,” he answered without hesitation.

“Do you love to fly?”

He sighed. “Yeah.”

“Then you should do it,” she insisted.

“I’ll think about it,” he said, and she knew that he already was.

“Because whether we’re living in New York or California, we’re going to be doing a lot of traveling back and forth,” she told him.

“So any airline discount would come in handy,” he guessed.

She nodded. “Especially when we’re hauling three or four kids around.”

Zach’s brows lifted. “Three or four?”

Paige just smiled.

“Well, then,” her husband said, a mischievous sparkle in his blue, blue eyes, “I guess we should get started.”








Epilogue



Olivia Lynn Crawford was born nine months later and christened on the one-year anniversary of her parents’ wedding.

Since Ashley and Megan had both missed the nuptials, they made sure they were on hand—with husbands and children in tow—for the baby’s baptism. Of course, it helped that Zach was able to get them all a great deal on flights through the airline for which he was now working.

And though Paige’s cousins had planned to stay at a nearby hotel, Zach’s parents had insisted that they could find room for everyone in the main house. It was a tight squeeze, but no one complained.

No one except Zach.

“I was hoping for a more private anniversary celebration,” he grumbled to his wife. “I haven’t had any time alone with you since the baby was born.”

“We’ll be alone when the kids go to sleep,” Paige said, and she knew that despite his protests, he was as happy as she was to have their family around to celebrate a year that had been filled with adjustments for both of them.

She’d passed the California bar and was job sharing with another attorney who wanted to spend more time with her children. Though she’d worried about going back to work and putting Emma in day care, Kathleen and Justin had alleviated her concerns by offering to watch Emma. They had since extended the offer to include their newest granddaughter.

It was an arrangement that made Hayden as happy as her parents, because the time they spent with the grandchildren was time they weren’t interfering in the business, and the winery was thriving under her management. It was also a convenient arrangement for Zach and Paige, since they were living in the guest cottage while they finalized plans for their own home to be built on property they’d purchased a few miles down the road.

As she looked around at everyone who had gathered, she said a silent thank-you to the friend after whom she and Zach had named their daughter, for helping her to discover the true value and importance of family.

For Paige, that included her aunts and cousins and their respective spouses and children, and Zach’s parents and sisters and all the connections that flowed from them. But at the heart of her family was Zach, the man she loved enough to follow to the ends of the earth. And the man who loved her enough to understand how much she needed a place to call home.

As if he knew exactly what she was thinking, Zach put his arm across her shoulders and hugged her close. And she smiled up at him, knowing that in his arms, she was finally exactly where she belonged.
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