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    Chapter One


    “I want you to be the father of my baby, but, of course, we wouldn’t have sex,” Liz Kingston said as she stood near the exam table in her ob-gyn office, crossing her arms and planting her feet to make her case. “You’re the most decent guy I know.”


    Dr. Brett Stevens immediately got up and walked to the door, cracking it and taking a quick sweep up and down the hallway. Satisfied no one was eavesdropping, he shut it and returned to his exam stool.


    Liz adjusted her lab coat a little nervously but made sure to use her most chipper tone of voice. “It wouldn’t be stressful. We can do it the regular way, via test tube.”


    Brett rolled back his stool—and his eyes. “Liz, darling. I’m your best friend. You know I’d do anything for you. But a child… I just think that would make our friendship awkward, especially since Kevin and I are thinking of adopting.”


    Liz nodded to show Brett she understood. She was genuinely happy that he’d found happiness with his longtime partner. She just didn’t know anyone else she could ask for such a favor.


    She made the teeny-tiny gesture with her hand. “I need a little bit of sperm is all. Hardly any.” Brett had a pained expression on his face, a combination, she was sure, of discomfort and a genuine desire to help her.


    He understood everything she’d been through the past couple of years. Her struggles to have a baby for over two years. Her divorce. The endometriosis thing. The fact that she was the only sibling in her family who didn’t have kids or wasn’t pregnant—and currently her two sisters were. She needed a fresh start, and she’d done her best to achieve that, with a new job, a new life back in her hometown. But the missing part was that she wanted a baby, desperately.


    “You said yourself the endometriosis is bad and I’m running out of time,” she said, trying not to tear up. “I’m just a little nervous using an anonymous sperm donor, someone I don’t know at all.”


    “The sperm bank process is more controlled than you think. You can pick hair color and eye color and even height. I know the control-freak part of you hates not knowing everything, but you can actually select a lot of traits.”


    “I want more than that, things you can’t list on paper. I want someone who’s intelligent and kind, and who isn’t a serial killer or a compulsive shopper—or, God forbid, who isn’t a vegetarian. And someone who eats all-organic would be nice.” She was half teasing about the last one but still…you are what you eat, right?


    Brett rolled his eyes. “You want non-GMO sperm? Isn’t that asking a bit much?” He wheeled his chair closer and grabbed hold of her hand, which really did make her tear up. Outside the window, the rows of cherry trees along Main Street were in glorious bloom, the earth fully alive after the long winter. In her heart, however, she felt no such awakening. She took one look at the serious expression on her friend’s face and braced for what was coming.


    “You also want someone who loves big old houses and flower gardens, who would share a glass of wine on the wraparound porch, who would lie around and read thrillers on a rainy Saturday, and who loves one-eyed dogs no one else wants.”


    “I’m not adopting that dog,” Liz said. He was referring to Gizmo, the shelter dog her sister kept wanting her to keep and who’d had no trouble falling in insta-love with her. If only she could find a man as faithful.


    She thought she’d found a man like that once, thousands of miles away from their little hometown of Buckleberry Bend, North Carolina, during the year after her divorce she’d spent doing Doctors Without Borders, but he hadn’t felt the same. Brett massaged the tension out of her right trapezius muscle. “Don’t give up on your dream yet, kiddo. It’s not too late.”


    “I’m thirty-two years old, divorced, and I have endometriosis. And I haven’t had a date since my grandmother tried to fix me up with that guy whose first name was the same as my mom’s maiden name. She kept trying to say we weren’t related, but I knew better.”


    “Well, this is the South.” Brett’s mouth curved up in a half smile. “Can’t blame a grandma for trying.”


    “The point is, we know what my prospects are for getting pregnant the natural way.” She held her fingers up in a big, fat O. “I don’t mind having some laboratory assistance to help me conceive. I just wish I could find someone normal to help me out with the, er, donation.”


    “Normal men are afraid of you.”


    She shot him a look.


    “They are. You don’t show soft edges around anybody.”


    “No one’s going to take advantage of me again, Brett. Ever.”


    He threw his hands up in the air. “Okay, okay. After that scumbag of an ex-husband cheated on you, I believe that, sweetie, but it’s okay to let people in once in a while. You can’t find love if you’re not open to it.”


    Ouch. That was a low blow, but she wouldn’t let it take her down. “I’m never going to put my fate in the hands of another man as long as I live. I’m settled back in town, and I have a great job. And if I have to use a sperm bank, fine. I’ll do it. Now’s the time.”


    Brett snapped his tablet shut. “All right, then. It’s your choice. I can help you to get in to see the fertility specialist in Charlotte for artificial insemination for your next cycle. You should probably go on Clomid for maximum success.”


    Liz smiled. “I’m going to do this. I’m going to take charge of my own future.”


    A nervous thrill ran through her, one that made her a little less apprehensive about picking a random sperm sample from a sperm bank.


    She’d made her decision, then. She was going to control her destiny and do everything she could to fulfill her dream of becoming a mother. She wasn’t going to wait for a man to come along.


    Because time was running out.


    …


    Grant Wilbanks walked at a fast clip through JFK Airport, keeping an eye out for the nearest shop to grab a candy bar. He’d eaten his last real meal eighteen hours ago before he left Nairobi, a bowl of githeri, a traditional dish consisting of beans, corn, and other vegetables. It had been satisfying enough, but he’d only had junk food since: airport peanuts, trail mix, and bad coffee on the plane. He was craving a big, juicy cheeseburger with the works, but he barely had enough time to grab a Snickers and haul ass onto his final flight to Charlotte.


    As an international TV journalist for a major network, he had a face that was instantly recognizable around the world, but he rarely took advantage of his celebrity. Except for now, when he was so hungry he thought he might just use a friendly smile and a nod of acknowledgement to cut a line and make his plane.


    He’d just snagged a Snickers from the candy display and walked the short distance to the checkout line when a woman hauling a baby stroller with one hand and holding a little girl’s hand in the other steered in front of him in line, effectively cutting off his straight path to the cashier.


    He practically bumped into the stroller. In it was a bald baby sucking on the ear of a plastic bunny toy. Cute or not cute, he really didn’t have an opinion. Babies were just…babies. Fine for other people to cuddle.


    “Oops, excuse me,” he said.


    The woman didn’t hear him because the little girl at her side, who couldn’t have been more than three or four, was tugging insistently on her arm saying, “Mommy. Mommy, I want this.” She waved a little blue stuffed bear in front of her mother.


    “Kimberly Marie, put that bear back right now. We are not getting that.”


    The cashier paused in ringing up the order, which Grant saw contained a large water bottle, a pack of gum, and a bag of peanut butter crackers.


    “Mommy, I need it,” the little girl said, on the verge of tears, waggling the bear by a leg. “I need it.”


    The mom bent down to talk to her child. “We have plenty of bears at home. We’ve got to get on our plane now, okay?”


    “Delta Flight 1502 to Charlotte,” a voice boomed from the speaker system. “Last call, now boarding at Gate 14.”


    Come on, lady. No more negotiating. He was so, so glad he led the life he did, traveling to report in dangerous, war-torn countries. The world was his playground. No one anchored him to one place. He was free to be himself, no ties, no strings, women whenever he wanted them without the messy complications of a relationship. And he loved it that way.


    A typical day in the field involved wearing a flak jacket and helmet, and traveling with a convoy of soldiers heading from one war zone to another. The adventure and risk kept the adrenaline pumping and proved to him he wasn’t meant for any other kind of life. Or maybe the constant adrenaline rush merely served to help him outrun his demons. Either way, his life was what it was, and he was content with it.


    He just should not have risked taking that Kenyan family out of the work camp, even if it had been the only way to get their feverish, short-of-breath child to the hospital. How the hell did he know it would lead to an international incident that had damn near got him fired? He’d been penalized, pulled out, torn away from a humanitarian crisis and the reporting he could do to make the world aware.


    His father, were he alive, would not be pleased. Arthur Wilbanks had been the best of the best, a world-class journalist himself who’d died in the line of duty. He’d be ashamed of the fact that Grant had interfered and was being sent home for punishment.


    His father had played by the rules, but even that hadn’t kept him safe. He’d been reporting on a story at the time of his death in a war-torn nation that surely would have garnered him a Pulitzer if he hadn’t been killed by a random grenade. His mother, a photographer, had been with him. They’d died together, orphaning him instantly at the age of ten.


    Grant understood the sacrifice it had taken to reach the upper echelons of his industry. It was a raw, gritty job that required the utmost dedication to his nomadic existence. And he understood the cardinal rule of journalists. Do not interfere. Well, he’d interfered, and now he was fucked.


    “The bear’s not for me,” the little girl said, tugging on her mom’s sweater in a last-ditch effort. “It’s for the baby. He needs it, Mommy.”


    “Put it back,” the mom said, giving the little girl a nudge in the direction of a large pyramidal display of bears in the center of an aisle, half blue, half pink.


    The little girl stayed put and pulled out her lower lip. “You come with me.”


    “Honey, I can’t. We’re in line.”


    Grant glanced at his watch. Three minutes before they shut the cabin doors. He couldn’t miss that plane. Not that he was in a hurry to get to the place where he was being exiled, Buckleberry Bend, North Carolina—a quiet, off-the-map town where no one would give a rat’s ass who he was. Even his aunt, who was letting him hide out at her house, wouldn’t be around—she was off gallivanting through Europe on a senior citizen tour.


    And then he thought of her, and his heart lurched uncomfortably. Elizabeth Kingston. The sexy, gutsy doctor he’d met a year ago while she was on a polio project with Doctors Without Borders. She lived in that small town, too.


    She’d interfered with everything. Insisted on doing everything in that little African village, going everywhere, leaving no person unfound, no child unvaccinated. She’d laughed at him when he’d told her the true job of a journalist was to observe, catalog events, report. He wasn’t a damn missionary, for God’s sakes.


    What would she think of him now? He could hear her tinkling, sonorous laugh. See her gorgeous brown eyes dance with mischief, those gold hoop earrings she always wore catching the sunlight as she agreed with his punishment: banishment to East Podunk, North Carolina, to work on a crappy documentary over the summer until things settled down. She’d certainly have no pity for him after the unceremonious way he’d dumped her after their torrid affair.


    But perhaps she could forgive him.


    There was a time when he’d believed he could change and become the kind of man she wanted, the kind to settle down. She’d been the only woman who’d ever made him reconsider that policy. But in the end it came down to knowing himself, knowing he was meant to roam the world, doing the work his father began.


    The little girl stomped her foot and let out a cry. Her mother looked desperate.


    “Excuse me,” Grant said, flashing a big smile. The mom looked up. He saw the moment recognition dawned. This was the typical pattern. Grant wasn’t vain, but he’d be a fool not to know his looks turned heads. For now, he’d do almost anything not to miss his plane.


    “Oh,” the mother said. “why, you’re…you’re Grant Wilbanks.”


    “Indeed, I am,” he said, making sure his aristocratic British accent rolled off his tongue quite elegantly.


    “I’m so sorry to disrupt your parenting,” he said, “but I’ve a plane to catch that’s going to leave the tarmac in a few minutes. Would you be so kind as to allow me to purchase the bear?”


    “Oh no, I couldn’t—”


    “Please,” he said, still sounding quite charming, if he did say so himself. “I insist.” He turned to the little girl. “Tell you what. Run and get a pink one, too. Then you and your baby brother will both have one. If it’s okay with Mummy.”


    The little girl looked at him with wide eyes. The mother stammered and put a hand around her daughter’s shoulder. “Oh, fine. It’s fine, sweetie. Thank you so much.”


    Grant paid for the candy bar and the bears and the woman’s other things, too. He would’ve paid for a sirloin dinner with all the trimmings and a bottle of Dom Pérignon if that’s what it took to get him the hell out of there. As he patted the little girl on the head, she smiled up at him sweetly and cuddled the bear to her neck. She was a cute little bugger, but like all children, the cuteness tended to fade into annoyance after a minute or two. He waggled his fingers at the baby, said good-bye to the frazzled mum, and sprinted for his plane, clutching his giant Snickers bar in his hand. And thanking God he’d never have any children of his own.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Liz shoved an organic frozen dinner into her microwave at the end of a long, ball-bust day. She’d delivered two babies, seen an afternoon’s worth of patients, and attended a staff meeting at the hospital. It was great to be making a difference in her hometown and she was fortunate to be part of a busy practice. She loved being busy, but sometimes she felt as if her work were taking over her life.


    Case in point: her refrigerator was not looking good. An apple, an old carton of half-and-half, and a bottle of wine she’d opened almost a month ago when Brett and Kevin brought takeout for dinner, stared back at her from the otherwise empty shelves. The microwave dinged, and she took her prepared meal into the living room, where she sat in an old beige recliner, the only thing she’d brought from her apartment with her ex because it had been hers before her marriage.


    The chair was ratty but comfy. Actually, it was the only comfy thing in her place. It was also the only piece of furniture. But it was hers and that meant something. As she ate, she tried to picture what her place would look like with more things—a pretty couch, some bright pillows. The odds and ends and photos, maybe a plant or two, that make up a real life.


    It wasn’t so long ago she’d started a life like that, full of hopes and dreams. Until her husband, the man she’d dated since high school, cheated on her with Daphne Marie Henderson, who owned the pet grooming business in town. At the time, they hadn’t even been married a year. She thought Parker was dropping off his mother’s dog for a shampoo and cut, but he was clearly getting some other services performed as well.


    She hadn’t even suspected a thing until she’d come home early one day and found the bedroom door closed. In her mind, she could still hear the creaking of the bed. She’d made herself forget the other sounds she’d heard coming from behind that door.


    That was enough for her to leave every single stick of furniture behind. All the wedding china and the pretty crystal wineglasses and the cute gadgets and appliances. As for those pretty throw pillows she’d picked out…well, her ex could shove those somewhere dark and remote. She hadn’t wanted one single thing he’d touched.


    So her new life was a bit sparse. That was all right. It was simply the price for purging Parker—and all the attendant stuff—from her life for good.


    The banging began sometime around her third bite. Judging by the way the wind had begun tossing tree branches around and the way the room had suddenly become dark as night, a late spring storm was brewing, and it had probably jogged a pesky shutter loose on the house next door.


    The house, a big beautiful behemoth of a thing, had gorgeous bones and a fine yard, and gardens that were full of old-fashioned perennials from years gone by. But it was falling into disrepair, leaving her elderly neighbor, Dottie, unable to keep up with all its demands for care. In fact, Dottie planned to put it on the market as soon as she returned from living the life on a European river cruise, before moving to Florida before winter hit. She’d given Liz a key in case anything went wrong, and had asked her to watch over things while she was gone. Liz knew she’d better go and secure the shutter before it ripped right off the house, causing more problems and expense.


    Thunder rumbled. Liz ran the short distance between her tiny craftsman bungalow and the large, turreted Queen Anne Victorian, stepping onto the large wraparound porch, noticing that the potted petunias on the steps were wilting—also her problem. She was supposed to be watering them daily. The parched flowers were yet more evidence of her out-of-control work hours.


    Big, fat droplets of rain began to fall. She spied the shutter as belonging to a window under cover of the porch. As she secured it to its latch, she noticed something else—a soft meowing, but a look around confirmed there was no cat in sight. Dottie fed all kinds of stray creatures, and one push of her built-in pet door indicated it wasn’t locked. Hardly anyone locked doors or windows in Buckleberry Bend anyway. Liz bent down and swung the pet door until she was able to grab and open it.


    “C’mon, kitty,” she called inside the opening. “Come on out. No food supply in there for you the next few weeks.”


    A small snow-white kitten emerged from the shadows. By the size, she’d guess it was around six months. The kitten blinked its eyes and stared at her, frozen in fright.


    “Come here, sweetie,” she called. Thunder rumbled again in the distance. It was about to freaking pour. At the sound, the kitten jumped and ambled even deeper into the kitchen.


    Worried that the thing would never find its way back out, Liz ran back to her house and got Dottie’s key, letting herself in and flicking on the kitchen light. The cat had scurried away somewhere, and after searching the rooms on the lower floor, was nowhere to be found.


    A glance at her watch told her it was six thirty. Maybe she’d give the cat a few minutes to show up. Her television wasn’t connected, despite her being back from Doctors Without Borders for almost a year now, so turning it on for a few minutes sounded suddenly appealing.


    On impulse, she filled Dottie’s ever-present kettle with water and walked into the living room to flick on the TV. She knew Dottie wouldn’t mind; they’d spent plenty of time chatting over tea made from that kettle. Not that Liz had a lot of time to chat but Dottie was a force. And very persistent, especially at teatime.


    A few minutes later, Liz was sitting down with a cup of tea while she’d lured out the kitty with a can of cat food she’d found in a cupboard. It felt good to be watching TV, a simple activity enjoyed by normal people, surrounded by pretty yellow and blue furniture, cheery prints, and soft curtains on the windows. A lived-in home with a history, something she longed to have.


    The voice of the nightly news anchor brought her attention to the screen. “Chief foreign correspondent Grant Wilbanks has gotten embroiled in a scandal after smuggling a family of four out of war-torn Kenya, close to the border between Kenya and Somalia.”


    Liz choked on her tea. She leaned forward in the floral-upholstered chair. The footage of the man flashing on the screen snatched all her breath away, as images of Grant Wilbanks always did.


    His dark hair, cut short and exact, remained controlled even in dust storms or rain, and now stirred ever so slightly in the acrid African wind. He had tanned skin that accentuated his swimming-pool blue eyes, with little crinkles around them that read like an interesting road map on his GQ-worthy face, topped off with a square, manly George Clooney jaw. Tall, well-built, and lean, the man was better than an A-list actor playing the part of an adventurer. He was the real thing.


    Grant was a real-life daredevil who had no compunction about joining wartime convoys, dodging land mines, or riding in ATVs in the hundred-degree heat. He would risk anything for the story. A Pulitzer was surely in his future.


    He was Hemingway, Indiana Jones, Bond, all rolled into one brave—or crazy—package. She’d fallen for him hard. Oh, how could she not? Nairobi had been a romantic adventure, like something out of a movie. They’d worked unbelievably hard by day—she to fight polio and help deliver basic health care, he to report on the ravages of war—and at night they’d shared a passion unlike anything she’d ever experienced.


    “Wilbanks is said to have provided false documents to the border patrol for the family’s passage to a neighboring hospital for their sick child. The Kenyan government is claiming the husband of the family is a rebel spy who had his passport revoked, but Wilbanks claims he only arranged for false documents so the entire family could flee to get access to health care.”


    Did it surprise Liz that he was smuggling refugee families out of a country? Yes. Yes, it did. He played by the book, and believed his job was to report, to inform, to bring back the truth. It wasn’t to change the political landscape by being a rebel, by taking action. They’d had passionate discussions about the topic, and she’d always told him she was grateful she was a doctor—her job was simply to treat. So this dramatic feat was unlike him.


    He was adventurous, not crazy. He followed the rules. Most of the time.


    She’d gotten involved with him despite her better judgment. She’d been newly divorced, vulnerable. He’d looked her up because his aunt had told him Liz was spending a year there as a doctor. She’d already been there nine months when she met him. The attraction had been magnetic, and their affair was turbulent. Tempestuous. Unforgettable.


    In the end, he’d chosen his daredevil life over her. Of course he had. He was a world-class reporter at the peak of his career, and she’d been a fool to believe he would ever compromise his job for her.


    She’d waited for him at the Nairobi train station far into the middle of the night. When the last train had finally arrived, he’d been nowhere to be found. She’d thought what they’d had for those few months had been so much more than an affair. Clearly, she’d been wrong.


    Liz rubbed her chest, where she experienced a sudden pang. Even now, a year later, the pain still pricked. Another reason not to wait for a man and to follow through with her baby plan.


    The news went to commercial and Liz let her eyes wander to Dottie’s pleasantly stuffed bookshelves. There were scattered photos of Grant, taken years ago—some from when he was just a boy, when he’d come to live with her after his parents died, others from high school, and one of he and Dottie together at his college graduation, his arm around her, smiling his devilishly handsome smile.


    Liz hadn’t known him until their paths had crossed a continent away, because Dottie had only lived here the past ten years, and Liz had been gone getting her schooling by the time she’d moved here. The reminders of Grant, both on TV and surrounding her, felt odd.


    She was startled out of her thoughts by someone calling her name. Something flickered in the hall—a shadow. Man-sized. A figure suddenly appeared in the doorway. “Hello, Elizabeth,” the intruder said, the smooth tones of his accent curling through the air.


    A scream tore from Liz’s throat as the man moved toward her. Instinctively, she took the cup of scalding hot tea she held and tossed it—right at the man’s crotch, just as he reached to flick on a table lamp.


    He dodged, the tea barely missing the target.


    She gasped as recognition finally dawned. The man on TV…was the same man standing before her. In the flesh. Grant. In the middle of Dottie’s ruffly living room, not against his usual backdrop of bombs, refugees, or even a lion, giraffe, or a rhino or two.


    Liz tried to speak, but her throat felt as if it were clogged with Kleenex—and terror. She stood there, speechless, until sense returned. He looked…the same. Still stunningly handsome. Still able to send shivers shooting up her spine and a hot blush rushing to her cheeks.


    “Now, now,” he said, his blue eyes full of mischief. “You do remember I always prefer coffee over tea?” This was why the man was still alive after covering war zones for the past ten years in the most dangerous parts of the world. He possessed the reflexes of a cat, plus a lightning-quick wit that had doubtless saved his fine, gorgeous ass many a time.


    “Oh my God.” For once, her cool surgeon’s composure failed her, but at least speech had returned. He stood there looking amused, dressed impeccably, as always, even though he wore old faded jeans that caressed all his muscle and a plain black T-shirt, which highlighted his dark, wavy hair and his black, black soul.


    His gaze raked her up and down in a way that suddenly made her aware of every muscle fiber in her body. He was taller than she remembered, larger. His eyes were still so piercingly blue and intense, those eyes that had seen so much tragedy, so much of the ugliest parts of life. No wonder they held such a cynical bent. Yet at one time they’d devoured her, and apparently, one glance from him was still capable of raising goose bumps all over her arms.


    Sense slowly returned, Liz’s own gaze flicking in horror from him to her teacup. “I’m sorry, I-I was startled and—” She paused for a breath. “Are you all right?” she asked. She was pretty sure the hot water missed his crotch, but part of her wished it hadn’t.


    “After dodging second-degree burns? Couldn’t be better.” His fine, full mouth curved up in an irresistible half smile.


    Oh, that accent! It was so…charming, vibrating down deep to places that had lay dormant far too long. She crossed her arms, unwilling to allow that. “What the hell are you doing here? You scared the crap out of me.”


    “I fell asleep in the study, but perhaps I should ask you the same thing?”


    “The shutter was making a terrible racket. And I’ve been here talking to a cat, watching TV. How could you not have heard me?”


    “I must’ve been sleeping like the dead. Forgive me. I haven’t slept much for the past few days.”


    Forgive me. Words she’d once longed to hear.


    “How are you, Liz?” he asked softly. “I’ve often wondered how you’ve gotten on.”


    She stared at him. He acted like a friend, like he cared. And she could not allow that to mess with her mind. A bevy of emotions tumbled through her. Confusion on seeing him after a whole year had gone by. Sadness that they’d actually planned to be together, and he’d never showed up. He’d simply texted her two words: I’m sorry.


    She’d gotten the text as she was boarding the plane back home, a week after they were supposed to meet for a trip to Mombasa. A week to sightsee and just be together before they each headed off to their separate lives. During their months working in Nairobi, they’d stolen every spare moment to be together and their imminent separation had been gut wrenching.


    For her, anyway.


    She’d foolishly told him she loved him. Embarrassment flooded her now. She should have known then that he simply didn’t have it in him to settle down. He was too…independent. Powerful. Good at his job. She could picture him among war and disaster and on safari and in jungles…but sitting at a kitchen table, wiping peas off a baby’s chin? No. She should have known. After all, he’d never said I love you back.


    She’d gotten over him. Blamed it on all the confusion and loneliness after her divorce, when she’d gone overseas to clear her head. That had probably been the reason she’d fallen so hard and so fast. He’d been a diversion from her own pain. She’d just gotten a little carried away, that was all. That was how she’d come to think of their time together—intense, passionate, but really, just a fling. She could put it in its place and move on.


    “I’m here, on assignment,” he said. His voice was still low, and his gaze seemed tentative, full of emotion—but with him, she could never be certain what he was feeling, and she sure as hell wasn’t about to imagine he’d felt something for her. “Frankly, I’m a bit banished.”


    “I just heard,” she said, gesturing to the TV. “You’re staying here until things blow over?”


    He waved his fine hand elegantly in the air. He was a man who spent days and nights in dugouts, yet hadn’t lost those damn aristocratic manners. “I’ll be staying in your little town for the next month or two. On assignment, actually. And to help fix up this place before my aunt puts it on the market.”


    Oh, couldn’t he have chosen to hide out elsewhere? He was a man who could be at home anywhere around the world. Why of all places had he come to the tiny town of Buckleberry Bend, North Carolina?


    Liz closed her eyes, hoping that maybe he—and the sudden hot and cold sensations rolling through her, the weakness in her knees, the pulse pounding in her ears—would magically be gone when she opened them, that this was all just a hallucination brought on by a sudden spring storm and a very stressful day. Either that or she’d just entered early menopause and was having hot flashes. Another reason she had to put her baby plan into action as soon as possible.


    Grant Wilbanks had always been a stunning man. Tall, commanding, and better with age. Time had been kind to him. She was glad to see he looked hale and hearty, not an ounce of fat on his muscular frame. But this time she was not going to fall under his spell. The fact that his jeans were splashed a little made him seem more human somehow. It reminded her that he was just a man, an imperfect man who had hurt her because they had wanted different things. Her pride was stung but she’d survive that. This would be a positive experience, having him next door. She’d learn that she’d been in a difficult place in Nairobi, figuring things out after her divorce, and now with her head so much clearer she’d realize he wasn’t all that fabulous. So there.


    A flash of lightning was followed by a crack of thunder so fierce it sounded like the chimney was splitting. Rain suddenly beat down machine-gun-fire style on the roof. Out the kitchen window, Liz could see it pouring in sheets off the sun porch, where a rusted piece of spouting hung off like a dangling limb.


    Another crack of thunder, and the lights flickered and went out.


    Oh, what was the universe telling her? She did not want to be within a fifty-mile radius of this man, let alone under the same roof. In the dark. Sealed in by the beating rain. She’d just decided to make a run for home, that getting drenched would be a small price to pay, when they heard a ping, ping, ping coming from the kitchen. Followed by a drip, drip, drip.


    Grant switched on his phone light. “Perhaps you might know where my aunt keeps her candles?”


    He followed her into the kitchen, where she opened Dottie’s junk drawer and pulled out several small vanilla-scented candles and a box of matches. She groped around for some small saucers, placed the candles on them, and lit them.


    He’d picked up one of the saucers to shine some light on the ceiling. Liz barely noticed the leaks. She was too busy staring at his lean torso, the muscles of his arms as he stretched to hold the candle high to assess the problem.


    He was still a fine, fine looking man.


    “Have you a pail?” he asked.


    “They’re in the garage,” she said. Too far away. The garage was detached and clear past the house.


    He began opening cabinets, pulling out pots and pans, moving with a certain elegance of motion even in the mini-crisis. Together they worked furiously to collect all the water, dodging the drips to set out the pots.


    “This place is a bloody disaster,” he said, but his mouth was turned up in a little smile. And he was looking at her so oddly, in a way that sent waves of heat flashing all through her.


    Liz held a pot at arm’s length, collecting the water, which pinged loudly as it hit the bottom. “It’s a beautiful house, but a bit of a catastrophe, yes. And it’s getting to be too much for Dottie.”


    He took the pot from her, their fingers grazing. Their eyes met, reluctantly it seemed, but something sudden and shocking snapped between them, and it became impossible to look away. For a second, time stood still. Those dark eyes seared through her, as if he could see everything, all her secrets, every feeling she hid so well from the rest of the world. Every nerve ending remembered him, what it was like for him to touch her in the quiet of those warm, velvet nights, to run his hands over her hot skin. They’d been together for a brief time in such crazy, uncertain circumstances. Everything they’d done had been with an intensity of passion she’d never experienced before—or since.


    She reminded herself it had been a fantasy. Nothing more.


    He at last broke eye contact and carried the candle stub to the cupboard, where he opened a cabinet door and rummaged through, pulling out a bottle of wine.


    “Now that the crisis is contained—for now—would you care to join me for dinner? I brought some food from Mario’s.”


    Of course the food came from the best restaurant in town. Italian. Her favorite. In response, Liz’s stomach rumbled, protesting over the lack of food all day. The three bites of the frozen dinner she’d managed to inhale weren’t holding her well.


    She hesitated. She should go home, but it was fricking avalanche-pouring. Even the brief run next door would soak her to the bone.


    “Come on, Liz,” he cajoled. “After all, we’re going to be neighbors.”


    She tried to ignore how the simple syllable of her name rolled easily off his tongue in that rich-as-chocolate British baritone.


    He removed a Styrofoam container from the fridge and cracked it open under her nose. Pasta. Red sauce and meatballs.


    “I see you’re getting your daily dose of animal product,” she said. “Thanks, but I’m a vegetarian.” The fact that he’d forgotten something so elemental to her personality disappointed her unreasonably.


    He rummaged in the dark fridge for another container.


    The smell of garlic and cheese wafted out. In the dim light, she couldn’t really tell what kind of pasta it was but it smelled amazing. And there was a giant piece of garlic bread on the side, her own personal crack. Her mouth watered. Oh God.


    “Artichoke penne,” he said, still waving it under her nose. “I remembered.”


    Liz stepped back and nearly fell over a stockpot in the middle of the floor. She hadn’t been in his presence more than ten minutes and he was already tempting her with his gorgeous body and with his food. And surely Mr. Carnivore hadn’t ordered that meal for her. Of course not. Maybe his tastes in food had changed, although when she knew him, “vegetable” wasn’t part of his vocabulary.


    “No thanks,” she said in a neutral voice. “I really need to get home.”


    “Oh,” he said, looking disappointed. “I was hoping to have a talk.”


    She frowned. “A talk? Are you dying? Did you have a religious conversion? Did your aunt tell you to do it?”


    He’d set the plates on the table and began spooning the food onto them, but now he stopped and looked at her. “None of the above. I’d simply like a chance to make things right between us.”


    She met his intense blue gaze. Never would she let him know how she’d waited all night for him to show at the train station, hours after the last train had pulled in. She knew what kind of man he was—one who was used to women salivating all over him, and she’d never give him the satisfaction of knowing how much she’d cared. How she’d thought what they had was different.


    “Please,” he said, pulling out her chair as if this were a five-star restaurant instead of Dottie’s outdated bright-yellow kitchen. “Stay and eat.”


    She did sit, and gave into her hunger. But as far as he was concerned, that was all she was giving in to, no matter how appealing he might be.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Rain continued its tinny hammering on the roof, and all around them the steady ping-ping-pinging of water drops splashed into the pots, reflecting the chaos in Grant’s thoughts. It was quite dark in the kitchen, but they sat in front of a bay window on some stick-back maple chairs, the rain running down before them like a curtain. The sound and the darkness secluded them, placing them in their own little world.


    The intimacy of that jangled his nerves, so he busied himself with splitting the food between their plates and pouring them some wine. He was strangely on edge and his hands were shaking. Hopefully she couldn’t see that particular vulnerability in the near darkness.


    Sitting down across from her, he ventured a good look. The firelight flattered her features—her long, straight hair, nearly black, framed a perfectly oval face with a strong jawline, determined and set. She was a dark beauty with finely arched brows and flawless skin, who still wore the big gold hoops she’d always favored. Men would never guess her balls-to-the-wall, fearless job delivering babies, doing surgery, saving lives. Despite her delicate, feminine appearance, her personality could at times be as tough and prickly as a hedgehog.


    He’d sort of loved that he’d been privy to a side of her she rarely showed anyone else. They’d been able to talk for hours about anything and nothing sitting in the evenings outside of their respective camps, under the moon and the millions of stars.


    He suspected maybe he was one of only a handful of people who knew that under all that bravado, she really wasn’t a badass at all. Oh, she certainly was at work—calm under pressure, authoritative when needed, commanding and gutsy in emergencies—he’d seen her in action. But he’d also seen her in different circumstances, lying in his bed with all that silky hair draped on his pillow, looking at him in a way that seemed to see right through him in ways no one else ever had.


    “So, how have you been?” he said, cursing the fact that his voice cracked a little.


    “Very busy. My friend Brett and I joined another OB in town and together our practice serves quite a large area of the county. The nearest metropolitan hospital is an hour away, in Charlotte, so we tend to take care of a lot of the routine stuff and ship the difficult cases there.”


    “Congratulations. You always said you wanted to practice in your hometown.”


    “Thanks.” Their gazes locked. “It’s hard work, getting the practice going. Sometimes I wonder if I should’ve joined a large group in a big city. My hours would be much better.”


    “Maybe, but you always said you wanted to work somewhere where you could truly take care of your patients.”


    “I’m surprised you remember that.”


    He remembered a lot of things, but he didn’t tell her that. Instead, he set down his fork. Cleared his throat. “I want to tell you I’m sorry.”


    She stopped chewing. Swallowed her bite hard. He watched the muscles work in her lovely long neck. The look in her eyes was judgmental, like she wasn’t really expecting anything sincere out of him.


    “I should’ve called you that last night. I was lying to myself when I said I could have a relationship with you. My job is too dangerous, the risks are too great.”


    Oh hell, who was he kidding? He was driven to achieve, to be the best, to keep himself so busy he didn’t have to stop to do anything else. Like fall in love. Because he didn’t know how to do love.


    His driven parents had never been around much, and he’d always tried to push himself to succeed…so they’d notice him. And then they’d died. All he’d had left after that was his drive. He didn’t know how to let people in. Somehow, he’d let her in, but in the end he’d gotten cold feet and never got on the final train to meet her in Nairobi.


    He wanted to apologize, explain he simply wasn’t capable of being the man she needed. He was certain he’d see that what they’d had wasn’t what he’d imagined it to be. Fantasy never matched up to reality anyway. Their affair was passionate, earthshaking and…over. As it had to be.


    “Thanks for the apology,” she said. “I was holding my breath waiting for that.”


    “I’m going to be in town for a while. I was hoping we could make amends.” Of course Buckleberry was the perfect place to fly under the radar for a while, and Dottie’s house was the perfect fortress to keep him out of the media limelight, but to be honest, he’d wanted to see her. Her memory had tugged at him relentlessly. He’d hoped that seeing her might perhaps put her out of his mind for good.


    She was looking at him like he was a tarantula that had somehow found its way to North Carolina and crawled into the house. “How long is a while?”


    “I’m here for work, actually. As you’ve just heard I’ve been…penalized, so to speak. Sent to small-town America to do a documentary of all things. One month, two. I’m not exactly sure.”


    “Wait. They took you out of a war zone and sent you here to do a documentary? On what?”


    “The demise of the small town in America.”


    The scrape of her chair jarred him. “Let me get this straight. You’re sorry you stood me up a year ago, but you’ve come here to work on telling the world how my hometown is tanking.”


    “I’m not going to trash your town. I’m going to collect the facts and report, as I always do.”


    Impulsively, he reached across the table and put his hand over hers. She stared at him, half in shock, half in question. “I know you’re upset with me,” he said, “but…”


    She pulled her hand away. Rolled her eyes. “I’m not upset. I was hurt, once upon a time. Not anymore.”


    “Elizabeth, I—”


    “Don’t call me that. My mother calls me that, usually when she’s angry with me. Just because you’ve got that British thing going—”


    “I hope, regardless of our past, that we can be…friends.” What a liar he was. Because touching her had clearly been a mistake. One touch of her soft silky skin had caused an explosion of tingles to course up his arm.


    He was fucked.


    She focused those big brown eyes on him, and that nearly melted him. “Look,” she said, “whatever it was we had, it’s in the past. I can be civil to you, mainly because I love your aunt.” She carried her plate to the sink. “Thanks for sharing your meal with me.”


    He was being dismissed, something he was not used to. He’d expected it from her, but surprisingly he was filled with regret. “Where are you going? It’s still pouring.”


    “I’m going home. Later, Grant.”


    She would never trust him again. It was ludicrous to even think of trying to gain that trust back. He watched from the back door as she walked into the rain and ran to her little house next door, cursing silently under his breath.


    She was still as beautiful and electrifying as ever. And he wanted her, just as badly as before, but this time he understood he could offer her nothing. She deserved better, and he had to keep his hands off.


    Her words were cool, but those eyes…all her feelings were mirrored there. He could tell she was accustomed to men who’d disappointed her. Like that bastard ex-husband of hers. And, of course, himself.


    He’d come here in part to prove that he’d built their relationship up in his mind as being far more than what it really had been. But the way his heart was pounding and his palms were sweating and the fact that he couldn’t stop thinking about tasting her gorgeous soft lips, he felt more than just a tad off balance.


    He could last a few weeks here on civil terms with his sexy neighbor. Even if the same chemistry appeared to have followed them across the ocean and it might just kill him to do it.


    …


    The next day, Liz ran through the back door of her office, a blast of hot June air entering with her. A glance at her watch told her it was one thirty on a Monday afternoon. She was a half hour late starting into her afternoon schedule, because one of her moms had gone into labor unexpectedly. That meant patients would be waiting, and some of them would be irritated.


    Carly, their physician assistant who also doubled as their ultrasound technologist, was pouring over her afternoon lineup at a reception desk in the back hall. As Liz passed, she held up a Styrofoam carton and a fork.


    “Paula made a lunch run for all of us. Falafel on pita, with Sayed’s special sauce. And a side order of hummus and carrots. Diet Coke’s on your desk. Eat up, you’ve got three waiting.”


    “I love you,” Liz said, dipping a carrot in some hummus and shoving it in her mouth.


    “Grant Wilbanks was here today,” Carly said.


    Liz looked up from her stack of phone messages. “Here?” In her office?


    “I know he’s Dottie’s nephew, but I’ve never seen him around town. I thought he was gorgeous on camera, in camo, all rugged looking, but in person it’s a whole new experience. The man is hot.”


    Carly loved to talk, but Liz had made it a point not to get too friendly with their employees, especially in this small town where everyone knew everyone, and she didn’t want to jeopardize her boss-employee status. But she couldn’t control her curiosity.


    “What was he doing here?” she asked, dipping another carrot. She hoped she sounded casual because at the mention of his name, her heart had given a sudden uncomfortable lurch.


    “He wondered if you could join him today for lunch.”


    Liz raised a brow. “What did you tell him?”


    “I told him the ugly truth…that I couldn’t remember the last time you took more than five minutes to shove food down your throat.” She reached under her desk and pulled out a big Ziploc bag full of what appeared to be cookies. Chocolate chip, Liz’s favorite. “He brought these. And they look homemade.”


    Liz reached over and took the bag. Yep, large, perfect cookies. They smelled amazing and she could see through the bag that the chips were still melty. She gave into temptation by pulling one out and taking a bite. Soft, chewy, amazing. Mr. Rich and Rugged baked? Cookies—really delicious ones?


    “He said he had to get back to fixing Dottie’s roof. I couldn’t help but wonder what’s going on between you two. I mean, when a big manly guy like that takes to delivering cookies…”


    “We’re not dating. He’s just my temporary next-door neighbor. Honestly, there’s nothing—”


    “Hey, Liz.” Her other partner, Paula Prentiss, came barreling down the hall on a clear mission.


    “Hey, Paula,” Liz said. “What’s up?” Paula was technically the senior partner in their practice, even though she was just a few years older than Brett and Liz. Paula had been the partner of Dr. Charles Martin, a longtime OB in town, for the past three years. When Charles retired, Paula offered them a great partnership package, but, as Liz was coming to learn, she was constantly asking for favors and never returning them.


    Which left Liz’s dream job in her hometown a little lacking. Brett and she had discussed it, of course, but they’d decided to be firm, set limits, and see how things went. Jokingly, Liz had mentioned to Brett that an old medical office building—a house, actually—on the other side of town was up for sale. It would be perfect for her and Brett, but they’d never survive in competition with Paula’s established practice. For now, Liz had to make this work.


    “Hey, I need to ask you a quick question,” Paula said. Liz braced herself. She sensed what was coming. “My boyfriend just snagged some amazing tickets to Hamilton in New York and I need coverage for the twenty-eighth. Can you take my call? Brett’s busy that night.”


    Lucky Brett. Liz had covered two extra call shifts already for Paula in the past month. She wished Paula would stop scheduling things without asking first, rather than asking after the fact.


    “Actually, Paula, I’ve got to check my calendar on this one…”


    “Oh, come on. What else have you got to do? Besides, you know how hard it is to get those tickets. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”


    “I’ll get back to you tomorrow, okay?” Liz said, ignoring the subtle dig that she didn’t have a life. She walked up to the first exam room and pulled a piece of paper out of the wooden chart holder next to the door.


    Liz’s beeper went off. The ER. She quickly punched the number into her phone. “Okay, sure,” she said after listening to the attending physician tell her about a patient. “Get her admitted and call me back after you examine her. If she’s not very far along, I’ll stop over after office hours.”


    She turned to Carly, who was now also on the phone. “Is there a full moon? Because this is the third baby since yesterday.”


    Carly shrugged as she took a message. Liz stood at the counter and perused her first patient’s electronic chart on her tablet. Then Carly glanced up. Suddenly her eyes grew wide. She gestured to Liz with her hands, but Liz had no idea what she was trying to tell her. All she knew was there was no time for chitchat, as she was backed up to the gills. But as she turned to walk down the hall, she heard Carly call out her name. Too late. She was already face-to-face with her cheating ex and his girlfriend.


    Liz should have known it was a red flag when Carly called her Liz rather than her usual Dr. Kingston. Carly never called her by her first name. Not even the time they delivered Melanie Peters’s fifth child in exam room three.


    She’d practically bumped into her ex. Parker looked as he always did, very wholesomely boy next door, his sandy-brown hair buzz cut, his police chief uniform pressed and tidy. He looked upstanding and honest and trustworthy. All the things Liz had come to learn—the hard way—that he was not.


    Daphne’s arm was linked in his. She wore a white dress with black polka dots and red high heels that matched her red lipstick. She was pretty, blond, and had a great figure with ample boobs. Liz felt the familiar sting that Daphne was beautiful, curvy, soft—everything she wasn’t.


    Not that she loved Parker anymore. The divorce was a blessing. Their marriage had been a youthful mistake. She’d often felt that she’d married him because it had been the logical choice after knowing him for so many years. They’d dated since high school. Broke up in college, but somehow she’d gotten lured into getting back together with him. Their dreams were so similar, both of them wanting to work in their hometown. They knew each other’s families, and it had been so hard to extricate herself from that…comfort.


    The sense of being replaced by someone so different and so beautiful was still acute and it stung, even though she’d been back from Africa for a year. Her practice was building, and she’d settled into town. Occasionally they simply ran into each other and she tried her best to be cordial and pleasant, because Buckleberry was small and not doing so could follow a person around for a long time. So she sucked it up, smiled, and said hello.


    “Hi, Liz,” Parker said, averting his gaze. She’d known him since she was eight years old and could tell he was feeling uncomfortable about something. Just then, the reason for his being here with Daphne dawned. Why else would a couple come together to an appointment? Either they were trying to get pregnant or they already were. And Liz would have to deal with it, because like it or not, her OB group was the only one in town.


    “We have wonderful news,” Daphne said, beaming at Parker. “I’m expecting!”


    Of course. Her ex-husband’s girlfriend was pregnant. The woman who’d replaced her—while Parker and she were still married, she might add, when he’d fooled around with her in their bed when she was on call—had trumped her in yet another arena. Liz herself hadn’t been able to keep his attention, and she hadn’t been able to conceive his child. Daphne had done both.


    She’d secretly hoped Parker’s sperm would be a loser, too.


    Maybe it was the weight of the day, but Liz suddenly felt dizzy. Sucker punched in the gut. Not because Parker had managed to reproduce his genes with someone else. No, she couldn’t care less about that.


    It was the baby part.


    That was the part she wanted.


    That was the part that hurt.


    There was no time to indulge her hurt. She had a waiting room full of patients, many who were probably a bit irritated because they’d had to wait on the baby. Of course, everyone was always given the opportunity to reschedule, but any way you looked at it…people would not be happy. As if to remind her to keep moving, her beeper went off again.


    “Wow. I mean, I’m speechless,” she said, smiling a smile that most people would see right through.


    But then, Parker and Daphne were not most people. They were too busy with each other to notice her much, anyway.


    Parker wrapped his arm around Daphne’s shoulder and gave it a little squeeze. They beamed at each other, clearly thrilled about their news.


    “Well, congrats, “ Liz said cheerily. “That’s wonderful news. I’m sorry, but I’ve got to run.” She pulled the beeper off her waist and held it up. Thank you, beeper, for saving me from this awful discussion.


    “Dr. Kingston, you have a call,” Carly said from behind the reception desk. As Liz approached the desk, she grabbed her by the elbow and dragged her into the break room.


    As soon as the door shut, Carly hugged her, which was really awkward. Liz didn’t hug her employees. Ever. Carly always seemed to hover over crossing that line. In fact, much to Liz’s chagrin, Carly didn’t seem to care at all about The Line.


    “Are you all right?” Carly asked, concern all over her sweet face.


    Liz couldn’t help but smile. “I’m fine,” she said. “Really. Thank you.”


    “If you ever need to talk, I’m here. And you really do have a phone call,” she said, nodding to a countertop down the hall. “Line three.”


    “Thanks,” Liz said, touched by her gesture. Carly would be a good friend—if Liz would ever allow it. Which she didn’t think was a good idea as long as she was Carly’s boss.


    Liz walked the short way to a phone, grateful for the chance to breathe again, which she realized she’d somehow forgotten to do. She picked up the phone and managed a greeting.


    “Grant here. Sorry to bother you, but I thought you might want to know your dog came back.”


    What the… “Grant, I don’t have a dog.”


    “That’s odd, because the gray-haired woman across the street distinctly said it was your dog.”


    “You met Mrs. Patterson?”


    “Yes. She’s quite nice.”


    “Grant, I’ve got to go. What kind of dog is it?”


    “A one-eyed bulldog cross, mostly white but with a gray patch on his back, and his tongue lolling out to one side. And he’s slobbering quite a lot on my wooden floors.”


    “Gizmo.”


    “Beg your pardon?”


    “It’s a long story. He must’ve gotten loose from my sister’s house. She lives through the backyards, the next block over. I’ll give her a call to come get him. Look, I’m sorry, I’ve got patients waiting.”


    “Did you receive the delivery?”


    Delivery? “The cookies? Yes, everyone in the office is enjoying them, thank you. I didn’t know you baked.”


    “Actually, I had them sent from my favorite bakery in New York.”


    “New York City?”


    “Yes. They came via drone.”


    Drone? That was ridiculous. If he was trying to get her to like him again, it absolutely wasn’t working, and she would tell him so right now. “I really don’t think it’s necessary to—”


    “Did you have one?”


    “Yes, and it was delicious, but—”


    “Then as Dottie says, run along and conquer your day. I will catch you later.”


    Damn Brit. Incredulously, Liz put down the phone. Cookie delivery by drone as a way to what? Be nice? Impress her? Well, it wasn’t working, let me tell you.


    Carly was eyeballing her, worry written all over her face. There she was again, pushing the envelope to be…a friend. But maybe Liz could use a few friends. Since her divorce, she’d become so cautious, so untrusting. She rarely let anyone past her imaginary force field.


    Impulsively, Liz squeezed her in an emphatic hug. “Thank you…for being on my side today. I-I really needed that.” It helped. And so, she hated to admit, did that crazy phone call.


    “No problem, boss,” Carly said as Liz walked toward her exam room where her patient awaited.


    “Hey,” Carly called down the hall, “can I stop over later and see the puppy? With the kids?”


    “I’m not keeping the dog,” Liz said. She could not own a dog. That was why she’d told the shelter no, even though her sister was doing a hard sell to get her to keep it.


    Cookies…a bulldog…Grant. Distractions from the nagging ache she was sure would hit her in full force later.


    Beneath the busyness of her day, her longing to be a mother struck her in a primal, urgent way, scraping the marrow. She’d do anything to make it come true. She was that desperate.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    “You have the most fantastic bottom of any burglar I’ve ever seen.”


    Liz was halfway through her kitchen window with her legs dangling out at nine thirty that night when she heard Grant’s voice, which made her startle and bump her head on the window frame. She’d gotten home a few minutes before and realized she’d left her key at the office. Hence the reason she was trying to break into her own house.


    She was almost there. All she had to do was squeeze her butt the rest of the way through the window and climb in over her kitchen sink. Then she’d be in, except she was using all her arm power just to hang there midair. And her arms were starting to quiver.


    Seemed like the Unending Day from Hell was continuing in full force, and worse, now he was here to witness it.


    “Might I offer some assistance?” he asked. Or at least it sounded like that was what he said. His voice was a little muffled from her perch half in and half out of her house. And had he just said she had a great ass?


    That might have been the high point of her very long and awful day.


    “I’m…almost…through,” she said with a grunt.


    “Fine, then. Keep on struggling and I’ll keep enjoying the view.”


    She wanted to kill him, or at least tell him off, but she was in survival mode, her butt suddenly wedging tighter in the window opening. She tried to use her torso strength to pull it through but no luck. Her ass was squeezed hopelessly in the window for all the world to see. Or at least Grant. Which she didn’t even want to think about. “Grant, I’m stuck. Could you—could you please help me?”


    “Of course, sweetheart,” he said, grabbing hold of her ass and pushing. The feel of his hands on her ass was shocking—nothing like the simple graze of a hand on a shoulder, or fingers sliding down a cheek, or any other tentative first touch. No, this was full-court press, a firm, competent hold and a big utilitarian shove until her butt cleared the window and she found herself elbow-deep in her sink. A little banged up but not too much the worse for wear. But shaking a little from the contact just the same.


    At least he didn’t get pervy about it. And she tried to ignore the fact that he’d called her sweetheart, even if it was sarcastic.


    She righted herself and somehow managed to climb out of the sink and reach the floor. He was standing in the window, grinning.


    She smoothed down her blouse, trying to maintain her shredded dignity.


    “You do know I have a key,” he said.


    She shot him a look loaded with daggers.


    “In my defense,” he continued, “you were halfway there. I didn’t want you to feel like a failure.”


    “You just wanted to feel my ass.”


    He shrugged. “It is exceptional as far as bottoms go. But I was a perfect gentleman.” He paused. “Why don’t you come over for a glass of wine? We could sit on the porch.”


    Oh, she’d love a glass of wine right now—and some company—after this difficult day. But with him? She didn’t want to encourage this friendship he kept trying to strike up between them.


    As if in protest, her stomach grumbled so loud Mrs. Patterson across the street probably heard it.


    “Well then, it’s settled,” Grant said, moving toward her door. He waited until she unlocked it and held it open for her. She hesitated in the doorway.


    “Come on, Liz,” he said. “You can tell me all about your awful day. Plus I have food. No animal products, I promise. Except cheese. Is cheese okay?” He cracked a grin, and that nearly melted her. She found herself walking over with him and being guided into one of Dottie’s wicker rockers while he dashed into the house.


    He returned with a bottle of wine, two glasses, good cheese, a cutting board, crackers, and an apple. She poured the wine while he cut the cheese and the apple, then set everything down on a little table between them.


    “Cheers,” he said, lifting a glass.


    “Cheers.”


    “You do know you’d make a terrible burglar,” he said.


    “You know you’d make a great member of the senior citizen neighborhood watch group.”


    “I thought someone was breaking in. I nearly called the police.”


    She snorted. “Good thing you didn’t. I’ve already run into my ex once already today.” And that had been one time too many.


    Even in the dim light, he looked like the best thing she’d seen all day. Dressed in a simple gray T-shirt and jeans, five o’clock stubble shadowing his strong jaw. “Do you care to talk about it?” he asked.


    Oh, she shouldn’t be here. Because his concern was tempting her to talk, and that would be a very bad thing. She reminded herself how she’d thought there’d been something amazing and meaningful between them…but in the end he’d left her, too.


    She must have zoned out for a moment, because he asked, “Are you all right?”


    The flash of worry in his eyes brought to the surface raw feelings she’d been pushing down all day. “I just had…a hard day,” she said. Except saying that made her voice crack a little, so she turned away, looking out into Dottie’s yard, where a once-elegant old garden was now filled with weeds.


    Suddenly Grant’s big hand was on her arm, rotating her to face him. Caught off guard by his touch, she stared up into his fathomless blue eyes, a clear, marble blue, pure and intense.


    Just the pressure of his hand on her, securely anchoring her down, so competent and warm, did things to her, unwanted things she tried to ignore. The currents of electricity sizzled and snapped, from the place he touched to ones a little farther away that were just as reactive to him as ever.


    For a second she thought he was going to do something—pull her to him, kiss her, say something—but he didn’t move a muscle. When he spoke, it was soft. “Did you lose a patient or something?”


    Or something. Not a patient, more like her mind. “No, nothing like that,” she said quickly. “Thanks for your concern, but I’m fine—”


    Because that’s what she always was, fine. She preferred to do her suffering in private, especially in this town where word spread like the flu.


    Without asking, he poured her more wine. “Regardless of what happened between us,” he said, “I would hope you’d think of me as a friend.”


    She’d always loved his voice. He was born to broadcast that deep rumbling baritone to the world. God, that voice did things to her. For one crazy second she wanted to kiss him right on his full, beautiful lips, drag them both down to the wooden porch floor and forget about everything for a while. But she’d done that in Nairobi, and look where that had got her.


    “My ex’s girlfriend is pregnant.”


    “Oh,” he said. There was silence as he took that in. “Are you—still in love with him?”


    “Not at all,” she answered without thinking. She suddenly laughed. “Actually, I don’t hate him anymore, either, and that’s probably a good thing.”


    “Then what bothers you?”


    She paused. Looked him in the eyes. Decided that this time, she was going to be honest. Her eyes threatened to tear up but she blinked hard. She would get through this without inciting pity. She would just tell it like it was. “I have a medical condition, endometriosis, that makes it…difficult for me to get pregnant. And I want a baby. More than anything. Before it’s too late.”


    He raised a brow.


    Liz sighed. “Unfortunately, I haven’t been smart about picking men.” And she did not need a man. Except for one small, tiny little thing.


    “You see the best in people,” he said softly. “Perhaps that’s not as bad a fault as you say.”


    “It’s much smarter to see people exactly as they are. No sparkles or fairy dust.”


    He reached over then and smoothed back her hair. “You certainly saw the best in me.”


    “And look where that got us.”


    For a moment, their gazes locked. Her pulse pounded out a hard, driving rhythm. This was not going to solve anything, talking about their past. About her bad judgment. She could not bear to make herself vulnerable to him. She’d done that before with disastrous consequences.


    She got to her feet. Dusted off her butt. “Thank you for the wine. And for listening. But I’m really okay.”


    He touched her arm. Looked at her strangely. Opened his mouth to say something, but no words came.


    Well, she didn’t need or want his pity, or anyone’s, because a brilliant idea suddenly struck her. An idea that would prove she’d moved on from the mistakes of her past and was ready to start her future. “If anything, today has made me even more determined to go through with my plans.” She paused. Her idea was too crazy. But it felt right. For the first time in a long time, she felt like she was taking charge of her life. “I want to ask you a favor.”


    “Of course,” he said, seeming relieved at the change of subject. “Ask away.”


    She looked him straight in the eye and plunged in. “I want you to be the father of my child—genetically speaking, that is.”


    …


    Grant swallowed hard. “I beg your pardon?” Surely, he must have misheard. Although helping her out in that regard might be very fun indeed. He tried to wrap his head around what she’d just said.


    She blushed. “Not in a traditional sense. In the laboratory, by donating a sperm sample.”


    Oh. A sperm sample? He had to admit, for a wild moment, hope had blazoned within him. That she would say something like, we were perfect together, I want us to have another chance, let’s get right on it.


    Because he wanted to talk with her. He’d tried to, just now, but he’d stopped himself. Seeing her again had stirred so many feelings that he’d pushed far to the back of his mind. Not that he deserved another chance, but he couldn’t help wondering what it would be like to try.


    Just for a few moments, a different reality seemed possible. Yet he was rarely in the same place for more than a month at a time. He was too busy, too in demand to settle down. Besides, he’d learned it was far smarter never to get close to anyone. Ever since he’d been orphaned as a boy, he’d never taken that risk.


    And he certainly didn’t possess the genes to be a parent. He wasn’t patient or particularly kind, and he was never in one place long enough to be domestic. His parents had been international jet-setters, rarely home, and he’d had more family life with his nannies than with them. What would he ever know about a stable, long-term commitment? Add a child into that mix and you’d get…disaster.


    “A sperm sample?” he asked carefully. “I’m not sure I understand.”


    “I’m already scheduled for an artificial insemination procedure, but I’ve been nervous about using an anonymous donor. I want to know more about my donor than basic physical traits like eye and hair color.”


    “I thought sperm banks were very good at all the traits they can quantify. Even intelligence-related ones.”


    “I’m worried more about the things that aren’t quantified, like temperament. And I know donors are required to list mental illness, but that stuff is self-reported and I worry what people might leave out.”


    She came closer, examining his face. “You’d be perfect. You’re good-looking and have nice features. Your personality might leave something to be desired, but I think I can work with that. You’re not a serial killer or a psychopath. At least I don’t believe you are.” Her full lips turned up in a smile.


    Funny. Very funny.


    “Best of all, you have no interest in being a parent and you’re leaving soon for good, so there won’t be any interference in my parenting.”


    There you have it. She wanted him for the most unflattering reason: because she knew he’d flee without a doubt. “So you want me to donate my sperm—into a test tube?” He could hardly say it. He could hardly believe he was having this discussion. The idea was utterly ludicrous.


    “This would be a one-time thing, the perfect arrangement. You give your sample and walk away. Easy-peasy.”


    “You mean create a child and walk away?” Somehow, his brain felt numb. He was having difficulty wrapping his head around it.


    “Well, I wouldn’t want you to think of it like that. You’d donate a sample and I’d do the rest. You’d do it as a favor to me. No strings attached. No responsibilities, no worries, and no claim to fatherhood. There’d be no need to tell anyone that you’re the father. And Dottie will be moving soon, so there’d be no need to say anything to her, either. You’d just go back across the world to your job and forget about me. Simple, yes?”


    He struggled not to physically wince at her words. How little she thought of him. But then, he’d given her no other way to think. He’d been a no-show. He plowed his fingers through his hair. God, he should never have come here. What had he been thinking, getting tangled up with her again? The intensity of his feelings for her had caught him by surprise—all it had taken was one glance at those big, dark, pleading eyes, her lovely full lips, her vivaciousness, her compassion, her sarcasm…


    He’d known he was in trouble from the second she’d tossed her tea at him. The same stirring, the same wanting that he’d fought so hard to forget, it had all come avalanching back.


    And God help him, he wanted her now, just as he had on all those hot, humid African nights. Yes, he’d admit it—he’d wanted to see her. To know how she’d been. To say he was sorry.


    What a fool he was to think that that would be enough.


    Yet what could he really offer her? He was at the top of his game as a reporter, recognizable around the world, always ready to go anywhere at a moment’s notice. He had no family, no home. He was as domesticated as a Bengali tiger.


    “So will you consider it?” she asked.


    He opened his mouth to say no.


    “I desperately want this, Grant. It’s my last chance to become a mother.”


    Damn her for turning to him with those big doe eyes, with a pleading look that gutted him. That had the effect of rendering him utterly helpless. If he had any sense at all, he’d flee into the house and take cover immediately.


    This seemingly simple request was surely fraught with a million complications. If he was wise, he’d simply say no immediately and cut this ridiculous discussion off at the pass.


    He tried to avoid eye contact but like a wreck on the side of the road, he couldn’t turn away.


    The answer was no. It would always be no. But he couldn’t bear seeing the hopeful expression she wore.


    One look at her and he understood down to his marrow exactly what he was seeing in her eyes. Longing, yearning, desperation. She was asking him for something so simple and yet so life-changingly complex.


    He’d have to disappoint her, of course. He’d be out of his mind to say yes. The word no formed in his throat, one breath away from being expelled through his lips.


    “Let me think about it,” he found himself saying instead.


    …


    Grant had a friend in town, Preston Guthrie, and that evening they met up at the local park to shoot some hoops. They’d first met back in college, one of the summers when Grant had been visiting Dottie, and had hit it off immediately. Preston was a war vet and a venture capitalist, and they always had interesting discussions.


    They’d also become good friends despite the fact that Preston came from a very different background than Grant. Preston’s father was an alcoholic and abusive, nowhere near being the celebrities Grant’s parents were, yet they understood each other’s childhoods too well. Never feeling truly wanted, always feeling that practically everything was more important than you were. They both grew up believing that you had to earn love from your parents instead of it being given freely.


    Yeah, Preston got him, but there was a problem. He was also Liz’s brother-in- law, happily married to her sister Cat. So while Grant could use a friend to talk to, he wasn’t quite certain Preston was the right one.


    He was pretty sure Preston didn’t know anything about his and Liz’s time together in Nairobi, and he wasn’t really sure he wanted him to. He was also pretty sure Liz hadn’t told anyone about her plan to have a baby, so he knew it would be wise to keep the conversation away from anything too personal.


    It would be great to hang out and catch up. Keep it light. Maybe exercise would give him some perspective on what to tell Liz about his decision.


    “Ten bucks says you can’t make a three-pointer from there,” Preston said, after they’d been shooting for a while.


    Grant bounced the ball a few times, eyed the rim, took his time, and made the shot.


    “You shoot pretty well for a guy who’s played cricket his whole life,” Preston said, picking up the ball.


    “And it looks like you’ve finally stopped hobbling around on that bad knee.” Preston had sustained a war injury that had required multiple surgeries.


    “You mean my brand-new knee,” Preston said, jumping up and dunking the ball. “All new parts. Not exactly good as new but a whole hell of a lot better.”


    “I’m happy for you. Married life suits you.” How had he done it, managed to leave his past behind? How do you even ask someone that?


    “Thanks, man. Yes, it does.” Preston stopped dribbling. “Cat’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”


    Grant wanted to ask him how the hell he’d let that happen, but he didn’t have the words for such an intimate question. So he tossed the ball, asking instead, “Hypothetically speaking, if an ex asked you a favor, would you do it?”


    “Is it sexual?” Preston’s mouth turned up in a smile.


    “No. But if I did this favor, I’d probably never see her again.” How could he? She’d named the terms and conditions. She didn’t want his interference, only his sperm. Besides, he’d already made it clear he wasn’t pursuing a relationship.


    “Wow. Can you give me a little more to go on here?”


    Grant shook his head, dribbling the ball to the hoop and taking another shot.


    “She’s your ex, right? Not seeing her again could be a good thing. Unless you want to see her again?”


    “I—didn’t think I did. But this favor—it would make that permanent.”


    “Is it a selfish favor or an unselfish favor?”


    “Definitely unselfish.”


    “Jesus, what are you giving her, a kidney?” Preston took a shot and missed. “Well, then, I guess you do the right thing for her, not necessarily the right thing for you. If you really are thinking unselfishly. Does that help?”


    “I honestly don’t know.”


    Preston passed the ball. Grant, saving it from going out-of-bounds, kicked it back in with his foot.


    “Hey,” Preston said. “We’re playing basketball, not soccer.” Grant shrugged but didn’t laugh. “This is really eating at you?”


    “How did you—you seem so happy.”


    Preston stopped playing and stood in front of Grant. “If it helps, I can tell you it wasn’t me, it was her. I did my best to push her away, but she made me let her in. She taught me that I wasn’t as unlovable as I thought I was.” He slapped Grant on the back. “Keep that in mind, okay?” Preston glanced at his watch. “Hey, I gotta go. You ever want to shoot hoops again, give me a call, okay?”


    They said their good-byes. Preston picked up his keys and water bottle from the ground. “Oh, and Grant,” he said, straightening up. “I know about you and Liz in Africa. Apparently my wife is the sister she tells all that shit to. So a friendly reminder, if you break her heart again, I know where you live.”


    He tossed Grant the ball. “Good luck with your decision.”


    …


    After Preston left, Grant stayed to shoot a few more baskets by himself. He was making too big a deal out of this. Liz had asked him for a simple sample. He was leaving anyway by the end of summer. He didn’t want children, and he could never imagine himself settled in one place. And definitely never a place like this, a small town in the middle of nowhere. What was the big deal?


    Of course she’d be a fantastic mother. He, on the other hand, had no skills for a relationship or, God forbid, being a parent. He enjoyed his adventurous life, was well suited for it, and had an important, vital job that he loved. Any part of him that wasn’t emotionally shut down before his parents died had finished shutting down afterward. Liz had been the only woman who had ever made him want to try having a normal relationship, and he’d failed miserably at that.


    Even though he had no desire to bring a child into the world, could he intentionally father a child and leave forever—never to see her or him? Never to see Liz again? Logically, the plan seemed fine, but on a visceral level it didn’t sit well at all. That shocked the hell out of him.


    And led him to wonder why exactly he’d come here. He could have had his pick of small towns anywhere. And yes, of course he had Dottie’s house to stay in. Helping her out with that was a secondary goal. But how much of him had simply wanted to see Liz again?


    He was imagining Liz bending down next to a dark-haired toddler, holding a bubble wand up to little heart-shaped lips, helping blow a huge bubble. The image was so vivid he missed a shot.


    It wasn’t like him to be sentimental.


    Do what’s best for her, Preston had said.


    Wasn’t that what he’d planned to do anyway? He couldn’t give her what she’d wanted—not a relationship, not a steady, stable life. It was better for her that he exit, and exit forever.


    “Play ball.” The voice of a child drifted through the mild spring evening as Grant did a layup and dunked the ball.


    He looked over to find a little boy, not more than two, standing in the grass near the court. “Play ball,” he said again, pointing to the basketball.


    Grant squatted down next to the kid and held out his ball. The kid immediately grabbed it and smiled.


    “Where’s your mummy, kid?” He looked around. Running toward them on the paved jogging trail that ran between the tennis and basketball courts and the playground in the distance was a young woman. She wasn’t running very fast, because she was tugging a young child by the hand and holding a baby.


    “Oh-oh. I think your mummy’s coming for you.”


    “Want to play ball,” the boy said.


    Grant stood up and signaled the mom. She waved frantically but didn’t slow her pace. He spent the next few minutes letting the child toss the ball around, mostly rolling it back to him so he wouldn’t miss a catch and get a bloody nose from the heavy ball.


    “Oh, thank God. Creighton!” the mother said, running onto the court. The baby in her arms was young—practically a newborn, Grant thought, not that he knew much about babies. But it was pretty tiny. “I was so worried,” she said, hugging her son to her while balancing the baby in her arms. The other child, a girl of about four, stood by and then threw her arms around her little brother.


    “We thought someone stoled you, Creighty!” the little girl said.


    The mother seemed on the verge of tears. “I’m so sorry,” she said to Grant. “This is my first time to the park with all three of them. The baby was fussing and I couldn’t find his bottle and…well. I’m so grateful.”


    “No problem. He likes to play ball,” Grant said, tousling the little kid’s head.


    “I was so frightened I left my stroller and bag over by the swings. I’d better go.”


    Grant picked up the toddler and accompanied the woman back to the playground.


    As he left the park and walked the short distance to Dottie’s, he thought what an exhausting, worrisome pain in the ass young children were. And yet there was that mother, clinging onto her child like she’d rather die herself than lose her kid. To witness that kind of love made him speechless. Who even had the capacity to love like that? Not him, he was certain.


    But he was certain Liz did, and she wanted this more than anything. Helping her out required an easy, mindless action on his part. For the simple reason that she’d asked him, how could he refuse?


    He stopped by Liz’s on his way home. It was getting dark, the streetlights had turned on, and the sun was setting over the treelined streets in a fiery pink blaze. She opened the door, already in pajama bottoms and a T-shirt.


    “I’ll do it,” he said, skipping the hellos.


    She threw herself into his arms. For a moment, he held her, his arms wrapped tightly around her waist, her body flush against his, inhaling the flowery smell of her hair as he suddenly found his nose buried next to her sweet neck.


    “Oh thank you, Grant!” she said, smiling. “That’s great news.”


    Her smile lit up her face. It was the first time he’d see her genuinely happy.


    Great. He’d just done something altruistic. He should feel relieved, gratified that he could do this easy, painless thing for her, someone whom he’d once cared for a little too much and had treated quite badly.


    His stomach churned anxiously, and he found himself having a million questions. It would be a simple procedure, over in seconds, really. But it wasn’t simple at all, because it came with risks. The more time he spent with her, the more he wanted her. And that was a complication he simply could not afford.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    A few weeks later, Liz stared up at the icy-white ceiling in the fertility specialist’s office in Charlotte and tried to make her mind blank. Her mind was not blank. It was essentially NASCAR racing around her brain. Panicking, basically.


    “How are you doing?” Brett asked. He was standing nearby, curiously overlooking a little tray of instruments while he kept her company before her procedure.


    “I don’t like being the patient,” she said. “I’d rather be the doctor.”


    He walked over to her side and took her hand. “You always did hate not being in control. Just relax. Breathe.”


    She squeezed his hand. He’d taken the morning off to be here with her, which couldn’t have sat well with Paula, who would be shorthanded at the office. “Thank you for being my moral support. And for pulling a few strings to get an appointment here so quickly.”


    “You’re welcome. You okay?”


    She nodded, but when she tried to breathe in, it felt like there was an anvil sitting on her chest. Make that a gorilla.


    Brett’s eyes went soft with compassion. “You don’t have to do this today. We can cancel. You can take some more time to consider it. Maybe tell your family, too.”


    Liz pressed her lips together. Her throat was suddenly parched, her lips dry. And she felt cold. Tears suddenly prickled behind her eyes.


    “I can’t tell my family.”


    “Why not? You usually tell them everything. There’s no reason to go this alone.”


    “My sisters would feel sorry for me, and I don’t want the focus to be on my problems when they’re both so happy with their own pregnancies. And my mom and dad…they wouldn’t understand. They’re very traditional. They’d tell me a baby needs a father and a mother. And that I work too much.”


    She looked at him for reassurance, but he looked like maybe he might just agree with them about the work part.


    “I’ll tell them if it works,” she said.


    “Okay.” He shot her a skeptical look. “I’m afraid to even imagine what that conversation would sound like.”


    “This is a donation from an old friend who’s helping me out. It’s not a big deal.”


    “A guy you had feelings for.”


    “Well, I don’t have feelings anymore. He’ll be gone for good in a little while. It’s all under control.”


    Brett sighed. “I know from experience that once you decide on a course there’s no turning back. All I’m saying is maybe you should think this through a little while longer.”


    “I want a baby, Brett. More than anything. Knowing the gene pool is worth the little inconveniences that go along with doing that.” She looked at him and frowned. “Why are you smiling?”


    “Because I’m remembering how you begged and borrowed and politicked to fund the inner-city women’s clinic back in residency.”


    “You helped me write the grants. We did an awesome job. So what?”


    He took up her hand. “All I know it that you’re fabulous, and when you decide something, you’re all in. So if that’s how you feel about this, I support you.”


    “That means everything to me.” She kissed her best friend on the cheek. “How did I get here, Brett? How did my life go from normal to…weird?”


    “Your life’s not weird. You just want what most people want.”


    “A baby?”


    “More than that, sweetheart. You want love.”


    “The fairy tale didn’t work out for me. I decided to make it work out myself. Is that wrong?”


    “It’s not wrong,” he said kindly. “Have you spoken to Grant?”


    “I passed him in the waiting room. He was about to…give his sample.”


    “He looked a bit nervous, actually. I think he’s taking this seriously.”


    There was a knock on the door. Liz’s heart somersaulted. The door opened, and a nurse entered, holding a glass test tube. The doctor, a middle-aged woman named Cecilia Watson, following behind her. “We have the sample, and it’s been washed and concentrated,” Dr. Watson said. “How you doing, sugar?”


    Liz managed a nod. She was going to do this. She was going to take her chances to become a mother, and she wasn’t going to let fear or doubt stop her.


    She gave the doctor and nurse a thumbs-up. A few seconds later Dr. Watson held up a syringe attached to a thin plastic catheter, which would be used to place the sperm right into her uterus. “We’re ready,” she said cheerily.


    Liz swallowed hard. Tried to think positive thoughts. A baby. All she’d wanted, and it was now finally in reach.


    Only in her mind, she saw a toddler. A little boy, playing in the sandbox, with a mop of thick, dark hair. She called out a name, and the child looked up. A thick-lashed little boy with huge eyes, like his father. But maybe his eyes were brown, because what was the chance of passing on that vivid blue when her eyes were as brown as strong coffee? What would she do when that little child looked like him? And what would she say when he or she asked her one day, “Who is my father? Did you love him?”


    Of course Grant wouldn’t be involved. He’d be back in dangerous places, defying death, earning Pulitzers. Being a hero to refugees and admired by people everywhere for his courageous and ballsy reporting. But could she really take being reminded of him every day of her life, without his being there?


    She opened her mouth to speak. “I—” But then another knock sounded on the door.


    From the exam table, Liz heard the murmuring of voices. “Well, sir, this is against protocol,” the nurse was saying. “You can’t just… Oh my God, you’re Grant Wilbanks, aren’t you?”


    “I sure as hell am,” a deep baritone answered. “Now will you please let me in?”


    At the sound of his voice, the nurse melted away from the door. Grant stood there, scanning the room, then stalked in, all power and command. Then he was there, next to her. Instinctively, he grabbed her hand, and she took it, wrapped her own around it like he was a paramedic saving her from a roiling stream, a flood, herself.


    “You can’t be in here,” the doctor said. “The procedure’s about to begin.” She looked at Liz. “Unless she wants you here.”


    “Will you please give us a minute?” Liz asked.


    The doctor shot her a worried look. “Take a minute, not more. We’ve got everything ready to go and with a procedure like this, time is of the essence.” But she nodded to the nurse and both of them left the room.


    Brett glanced from her to Grant and sent her a questioning look, which she tried to answer with an I’m okay nod before he left, too.


    “How are you doing?” Grant asked, those fathomless blue eyes searching hers.


    Something about his expression—worried, concerned, maybe a little panicked, too—touched her. Her anxiety ratcheted down a notch with him beside her, even though that made no sense.


    “I’m fine,” she said. “No big deal.”


    She was such a liar. The tears were already stinging behind her eyes, and only her steely will kept them at bay. At a time when she’d never felt so alone, suddenly having him here gave her an indescribable sense of relief. She continued her death grip.


    He bent to plant a kiss on her knuckles. Then another. She closed her eyes and let herself feel the absolute comfort of his touch, this man who stirred way too many complex emotions within her.


    “Grant, I-I’m not sure this is the right thing to do,” she said, swallowing hard.


    “It’s not like you to say that,” he said. His voice was gentle, soft, and so calming it nearly did make her cry. Damn hormones.


    “I’m afraid I can’t do this on my own,” she said. “Maybe it’s not fair to a child to do this on my own.” What if she wasn’t strong enough, tender enough, anything enough?


    “Raising a child is really nothing compared to combating polio in Nigeria or delivering a baby in the back of a bus at Disney World.” His lips turned up the slightest bit.


    His attempt at humor made her smile. And the fact that he’d remembered the Disney story from when she’d told him a long while ago. “It’s one thing to act in the moment and a whole other thing to raise a child for eighteen years,” she said.


    “I have no doubt that you’ll be a fantastic mum.”


    She swallowed hard. “Thank you for your vote of confidence.”


    “Sometimes the best things in life are the scariest, yes?” he said, his beautiful mouth quirking up in a smile. And that smile…it reached his eyes. Lit them up. His frown lines lifted, the near scowl he wore so often disappeared, and he was…wow. A beautiful man.


    He reached out and smoothed back her hair, an incredibly tender gesture that took her completely by surprise.


    The door opened, everyone returning. “Okay, Mr. and Mrs. Wilbanks,” the nurse said. “Sorry, I mean Dr. Kingston and Mr. Wilbanks. I mean—” She stumbled on finding the words to define their relationship. Well, good luck with that. God knew, Liz couldn’t even begin to herself.


    Grant’s gaze didn’t leave Liz’s face as he suddenly bent his tall frame over the exam table. She closed her eyes as his lips touched her forehead. They were warm and soft, and for a minute she was enveloped by his clean scent, something spicy and wonderful, and she was filled with a strange, spreading warmth that felt so good it made her want to cry for the tenth time that morning.


    “Good luck,” he whispered, then got up and left the room.


    “I’m so sorry about that, Dr. Kingston,” the nurse said, still seeming embarrassed about the name thing. “I wasn’t sure if I should let him in—”


    Yeah, Liz thought. She wasn’t, either.


    Sometimes the best things in life are the scariest.


    Maybe Grant was right. Knowing that he was all right with this and that he’d cared enough to come be with her calmed her a little, but she still felt terrified. How would she ever know if this was the right thing? How did you ever know if any big decision you ever made in life was the right thing?


    You just had faith and plunged in.


    “Okay,” she said, looking at the doctor and Brett, who’d walked back in and now stood beside her. “I’m ready to do this.”


    …


    The next Saturday, Grant had been working in his aunt’s garden, a.k.a. the jungle, for quite some time when Liz walked out of the house wearing a large, floppy sun hat with cut-off jean shorts. Her hair was pulled up in a ponytail, those gold hoops twinkling in her ears.


    He stopped in the heat to wipe his forehead with his forearm and assess her. Even though she was dressed to weed, it horrified him to realize she was quite possibly the sexiest woman he’d ever laid eyes on. She was a natural beauty without fussing, with pretty legs and an amazing smile. Full lips perfect for kissing. And a nice rack. She was a bit pale, though. Too much time indoors.


    She was carrying a pitcher and two big plastic cups, and had a pair of bright-yellow garden gloves tucked under her arm. Cute. Great ass, too.


    He shook his head to strike the lusty thoughts from his head. To say that things between them were a bit complicated was the underestimation of the century.


    Remember the agreement. No involvement. No interference. That was the way she wanted it. His life abroad was waiting. Besides, she needed a less damaged man who could be the husband and father he would not ever be capable of being.


    “I see you aren’t taking any chances with sunburn,” he said, inhaling the coconut smell of sunblock. “SPF one hundred?”


    “If you’re going to poke fun at me, I’m taking my lemonade back.”


    He rested his hands on the garden hoe. “I’m so impressed. You do have culinary skills after all.”


    “Look, I was feeling sorry for you, all”—she waved her hand up and down in front of him—“sweaty and everything. But I can see my offer of friendship is falling on deaf ears.”


    He was sweaty, so much so he’d taken off his shirt. Judging by the way she was eyeballing his chest, she appeared to be liking what she saw. Quite a lot. And that pleased him inordinately.


    She mock-turned to go but he caught her elbow. A mistake, because her skin was so soft he let his touch linger for just a moment too long. Their gazes locked and that same familiar zing vibrated through him.


    That day in the doctor’s office, something had changed between them. Something raw and bone-deep that he couldn’t quite explain and didn’t want to think too hard about. All week, she’d waved to him from afar as she came and went, but had otherwise steered clear of interacting. Judging by the way she stepped back and broke eye contact, he sensed she was feeling it, too.


    “I’m actually a pretty good cook,” she said. “I just don’t have time. Meals are so…complicated.”


    “Cooking isn’t complicated. It’s relaxing and easy. I quite enjoy it.”


    She made a face.


    Ah yes. She didn’t have time for many things, did she? As far as he could tell, her entire life was work. Not that he himself didn’t keep long, wearying hours. But he seemed able to turn off work and turn on a bit of fun a lot more adeptly than she did. It was a skill he imagined she’d have to learn someday if she was to be a mother.


    He could show her that a life with a bit more balance was a lot more fun. It suddenly occurred to him that he was staring at her mouth. Yes, he knew plenty of ways to take her mind off her work, indeed.


    Another thought sobered him and rested heavily in the air between them. She might be carrying my child.


    He pushed it away. What he’d done was a simple favor, nothing more. It was obvious from the way she’d avoided him all week that she felt the same way. In a few weeks, she’d be nothing but a memory again. That was what he wanted, right?


    “How are you feeling today?” he asked. Her surprisingly broad smile struck him right in the gut. She seemed…excited, bubbly, happy.


    “You know, Grant,” she said, “I feel great. No matter what happens, I feel that I’ve taken a positive step forward.”


    “Bravo,” he said. Silence filled the space between them. He genuinely hoped things would work out for her and she would get the baby she wanted. “Is everything going all right with—your health?” That sounded awful. “What I mean is—”


    “I understand what you’re asking.” She poured him some lemonade. “Next week I’ll find out if it worked. Crossing my fingers and toes.”


    “Excellent.” Could things possibly get more awkward?


    He drained his drink, set down the cup, and returned to tilling the dirt. “Thank you for the lemonade.”


    “You’re welcome.” She pointed to a massive patch of weeds. “How about if I start over there?”


    “You actually came out here to weed?”


    “Well, I’m off today and I saw you out here sweating and probably dying of thirst and thought you could maybe use some help. I thought it might be…fun.”


    He lifted a brow. “I wasn’t aware you knew that word.”


    She made a face and placed her hands on her hips. “Do you want me to stay, or don’t you?”


    “Okay, frankly, yes. I’d love you to stay. And help,” he quickly added.


    He walked over and rummaged in a bucket and pulled out some seed packets.


    “Here you are. We’re planting sunflowers in the middle, and the zinnias on either side. And these little tomato plants will go a little farther down, in the sunny section.”


    Liz laughed as she took the packets.


    “And what, pray tell, is so funny?”


    “To-mah-toes. You Brits…so proper.” She’d laid out the seed packets and was studying them intently. If she had any idea that the thoughts running through his head were anything but proper…like running his hand up that smooth, shapely leg, of touching that fine, shapely ass, of toppling her onto the sweet, cool grass and kissing her until they forgot all about the past. Started new, with a clean slate.


    Well. He’d had her once and he’d blown it, badly. It would be a terrible mistake to suggest such a thing again. Especially in light of their agreement. Muddying those waters would be disastrous.


    So Grant decided to be a gentleman. He walked around to where she was kneeling in the grass and bent down beside her. “Can I show you how it’s done?” His shoulder grazed hers and again he felt a stab of longing that made his chest ache. If only things had been different. If only they really could start over. If only he had something more to offer her.


    Her eyes grew bright. Clearly, she loved to learn…anything. “Yes. Teach me.”


    He frowned. “Didn’t you ever plant seeds as a child?”


    “Did you plant seeds as a child?”


    “In Boy Scouts.”


    “You’re kidding.”


    “That’s what it’s called in Britain, too. What’s your excuse?”


    She shrugged. “I always had my nose stuck in a book. My sister Cat’s the one who knows how to garden and cook and decorate and put up wallpaper and all that stuff. I’m clueless around the house.”


    “Yes, I’ve rather noticed that.” He’d seen her solitary chair, her lack of decor, her massive mail pile, her bare refrigerator shelves.


    He made a shallow tunnel in the dirt that he’d tilled and mixed with peat and fertilizer. “All you have to do is drop the seeds in. Two together, in case one doesn’t germinate, this far apart.”


    He had to move away, because she smelled like clean hair and soap and suntan lotion, and he was about to devour her whole, right in the middle of the damn tom-AH-to plants.


    “Is that how to do it?” she asked.


    Oh, he could show her how to do it, all right. Thought was difficult over the pounding of his pulse in his ears. His dick was rock hard and his pants were tight and the thought of kissing her, tasting the sun and salt on her skin, consumed every thought.


    Sweat broke out on his brow. “I believe you’ve got it.” Their hands touched in the dirt, sending a little shock up his arm. He understood that he had to leave, put some distance between them. But just then, in the act of digging another hole, he accidentally flicked some dirt on her forearm.


    “Um, excuse me,” she said a little indignantly.


    “Oh, sorry,” he said, biting back a grin.


    “Did you do that on purpose?”


    “My, my. Someone has a bit of a temper.” She looked gorgeous with her eyes narrowed down at him, fake outrage in her eyes.


    When she went back to work, he did it again, this time on purpose. And this time it got in her hair.


    She shook her head and flicked her hands through her hair to bat it out. “I just washed my hair, Grant. If it lands in there again, I swear…”


    Flick again. Jackpot.


    She launched herself at him, effectively tackling him to the ground. Then she was in his arms, on top of him, her silky hair loose and tumbling around him, her breasts pushing against him, their legs tangling. They both went still, her face inches above his. Their gazes locked. He could hear nothing except the incessant whooshing of blood in his ears.


    If she were any other woman, he wouldn’t have hesitated to have his mouth on her and have her under him in five seconds or less. But he understood the stakes. She was off-limits. He tried desperately to envision her being a surgeon, slicing someone’s abdomen open for an emergency C-section, or catching a newborn like it was a football, anything to get his mind off what was happening between them. But all his imagery failed. He got lost in the depths of her eyes, her lips as they curved into the slightest smile, and the lush softness of her breasts against his chest.


    He wanted her on top of him, under him, with him. Naked, as they had been on those warm African nights with the billions of stars twinkling overhead and the hum of cicadas beyond the window. After seconds of paralysis, he curled his hand around her neck and looked into her eyes. That same feeling overflowed within him, that same connection he’d always felt. Only she had the ability to throw him so off-kilter, throw off his common sense.


    He understood all the reasons he’d laid out so carefully that she was not someone to get involved with again. But right now, he didn’t give a fuck. Common sense be damned.


    He tugged her downward, heard her breath hitch. As their lips finally made contact he saw the fire in her eyes, saw her lips part, saw that she wanted him just as badly as he wanted her.


    “Liz,” he whispered, just before his mouth slammed down on hers at last.


    She tasted like sweet, tart lemons and heaven. He slid his lips over hers, adjusting the angle of his mouth to cover hers more fully. Then he possessed her, tasting her, sliding his tongue against hers, pleased when she let out the slightest moan. She kissed him back just as eagerly, her tongue dancing with his, wet and hot.


    He ran his hands down her beautiful back, warm from the sunny day, settled them on her hips, slid them under her T-shirt on her bare back. How could anything be as soft? Her breath hitched, her hands traveling over his chest, roaming all over him until she wrapped her hands around his neck and pressed herself against him. The kisses got frantic, deeper and faster and wilder, until Grant stopped noticing the clods of dirt pressing into his back.


    A sound made him startle. Someone clearing his throat. He clutched Liz protectively and dragged his lips off of hers. Standing in the grass, ten feet away, were an older, balding man and a pregnant blond woman holding a one-eyed dog.


    …


    “Liz?” her sister Cat said in a tone that questioned Liz’s identity and sanity at the same time. Cat was the only one in the family she’d confided to last year about her affair with Grant and she was praying she’d forgotten. But judging from the disdain Cat had packed into that one word, Liz instantly knew she remembered it all. At least Cat was her nice sister, always with a good word for everyone, kind to pets and children…


    “Grant Wilbanks?” Cat said. “Oh, Liz.”


    Okay, she took that back. Maybe she wasn’t the nice sister after all.


    Before Liz could get up, the dog strained and tugged in Cat’s arms until she finally let him down. He bolted over to Liz, licking her face excitedly and wagging his stumpy tail in glee.


    “Gizmo,” she said, scratching him behind the ears, which she happened to know was his own personal crack. The dog automatically went belly up, begging for more.


    As she stroked his wiry coat, she wondered why dogs had no trouble asking for exactly what they want, or showing affection to people they love, unlike humans, who always seemed to make everything so complicated.


    Grateful for the distraction to take a breath or two, she slid her gaze over to Grant, who stood there quietly, looking completely unfazed. Even shirtless and in shorts, he looked commanding. Not a hair out of place, his rippled muscles unashamedly catching the sunlight. The only evidence of their—er, indiscretion—was the slight turn-up of one side of his mouth.


    A smile. He was amused by this…this disaster.


    Liz tried to get it together in light of the fact that her dad thought God-knew-what and he’d think even worse when she told him she and Grant weren’t even involved. That she was making out in the grass with someone because…well, because she couldn’t help it. That would go over well. Her father was still standing there with his mouth open, and she still had dirt clumps on her shorts, which she brushed briskly off.


    If only she could stop shaking. If only she could keep her heart from tripping, her words from stumbling. Her hat was gone and she was certain her hair was a disaster. There was a grass stain on her shirt.


    She lassoed in every nerve to force her composure, and the effort seemed harder than her worst day in the OR. “Grant, meet my dad and my sister, Cat. And of course you’ve already heard of Gizmo.” On hearing his name, Gizmo jumped up and down, eager for more affection. Liz stroked the dog’s head, and he rubbed up against her leg in a pet me more, more, more move.


    She had no idea why he’d zeroed in on her as The Chosen One, but he sure as hell was doing a hard marketing push for adoption. She reckoned an outsider always recognized a kindred spirit.


    Cat, God love her, was the first to extend her hand to Grant. “Hi,” she said cheerily, even if her real feelings toward him were probably anything but. “We talked before on the phone. When Gizmo went AWOL the other week.”


    “A pleasure,” Grant said, taking her hand. He said it in that deep, velvety, British way. Liz half expected him to kiss Cat’s hand. Instead, he offered his hand to Liz’s father.


    “Mr. Kingston. Great to meet you.”


    “Please, call me Henry, son,” her dad said, offering a hearty handshake and a smile. Liz shot her dad a grateful look. Henry Kingston gave everyone a fair chance, and he liked everybody until there was a good reason not to. Her father didn’t go wild over Grant’s famous face or embarrass him with exclamations about not being able to believe who he was. Her dad was always impressed by character, not fame.


    “Anyway,” Cat said, “Dad came over for a visit and we decided to walk over and invite you out. It’s been way too long since we’ve had a nice family dinner and we haven’t seen you in ages.”


    Her dad nodded. “We’re worried you’re working too much, sweetheart. Can you come out with us tomorrow night? Just to O’Reilly’s.” The local pub. They had the best vegetarian Reubens, the fattest, most savory fries, and the coldest Angry Orchard on tap for miles.


    “Sure, I’m off all weekend,” Liz said. “I’d love to come.” It had been a while since she’d been together with her whole family. She had to admit, lately she’d been avoiding her sisters. But being maybe-pregnant gave her hope that she’d have her own brand of happily ever after, even if it didn’t include a man. Someday soon she hoped to share her own news.


    Her father turned to Grant without hesitation. “Of course you’ll join us, too, won’t you, son? A…friend of Liz’s is always welcome.”


    The little pause before “friend” brought a quick blush to Liz’s cheeks, and she was not a blusher. She’d have to take her father aside later and explain that this was all a mistake. It wasn’t too late to fix this, regardless of the fact that he’d just seen his daughter tonguing a guy she did not intend to get involved with again.


    Things had just gotten a little out of hand. The whole thing had been poor judgment. Her father would understand.


    Maybe.


    Grant would never accept the invitation to go out with her family. He didn’t want involvement, just as she didn’t. Those kisses were…a huge mistake. One that she’d make certain would not happen again.


    Liz was certain they were both on the same page about this. “Grant’s too busy working, Dad. He’s here to do a documentary, and he’s helping get Dottie’s house ready to go up on the market. He barely has a minute to spare. Besides—” She telegraphed him a meaningful glance. “Didn’t you say you’d take a look at my broken light switches later when you had a chance?”


    Grant tossed out a wide, blindsiding smile. God, when the man smiled…well. There were no words. A sudden rush of heat spread all through her stomach, into her limbs and everywhere in between, leading to a pulse-skittering, knee-knocking reaction she could barely hide.


    “Now, now, Liz,” Grant said. “Of course I’m busy and of course I’ll check your light switches, but I’d be delighted to join you for dinner. I’d love to meet your family.”


    Liz’s jaw dropped.


    “Your mother will be eager to meet your boyfriend,” her dad said.


    “Oh, he’s not—” The words my boyfriend faded from her tongue. Okay, so she didn’t want her father to think she was randomly fooling around with someone who was not her boyfriend. In the middle of Dottie’s garden, no less. “He’s not…available tomorrow night, are you, Grant?”


    “Actually, I’ve just freed my schedule.” He said it the British way. Shed-ule. Which sounded very sexy, far more so than the harsher American version. He looked mildly amused and also pleased that he was irritating her, which made her want to give him a good swift kick in the shins. Or higher.


    “Great,” her father said, giving Grant a pat on the back. “We’ll see you two tomorrow, then. I’ve got to get back home. I promised your mother I’d cut back the hedges this afternoon.”


    “So, Liz,” Cat said. “About the dog.”


    Liz held up her hands. “Cat, I love the dog, but it would be unfair of me to keep him. We’ve been through this before.”


    “I thought you were going to talk to Paula about setting some decent hours,” her father said, frowning.


    “I am, Dad, but with being so new, I was trying to bide my time.”


    “You’re always trying to give two hundred percent,” her dad said. “But sometimes giving one hundred makes for a saner life.”


    Her dad had slowed down a lot after he’d had a stroke a few years ago. Cut his hours, took more time to enjoy life. So his words of wisdom held weight. But he was pushing sixty, not at the start of his career. He was also the owner of his own company, so he could call his own shots.


    “What do you say, Liz?” Cat said. “I think you two are made for each other. Quit denying it.”


    Oh, the dog. She was talking about the dog, who’d fallen asleep near her feet and was softly snoring.


    “I’m kind of in a bind,” Cat said.


    “What do you mean?” Liz asked, steeling herself for her softhearted sister’s hard sell.


    “He’s been at the shelter almost a month, and I try to take him home as much as I can because he cries all night if we leave him in a crate. Preston’s been really patient about the three dogs, but a fourth is going to totally tip him over the edge. If I can’t find him an owner, his number’s up, Liz.”


    She frowned. “What do you mean?”


    “I wish we had the funds to be a no-kill shelter, but it’s a busy time of year and there are so many dogs and cats needing homes.”


    “They’re going to put him down?” Liz said. “That’s unacceptable.” She walked over and took the leash from her sister. “Fine. I’ll take him. Temporarily anyway. If you promise to watch him while I’m on call.”


    Cat did a little handclap. “Oh, wonderful. You won’t regret it. I promise.”


    “Right,” Liz said. “I’ll take him for now. Until we find someone who can give him the love and time he deserves. Okay?”


    “Okay. I promise I’ll keep looking for an alternative. Thanks so much.”


    She hugged her sister, grateful for her steering the subject away from her garden tryst.


    Before her sister pulled away, she mouthed, “call me,” to which Liz responded with a subtle nod. Before her sister got pregnant, they used to talk a lot. But the past few months, all the talk involved baby plans—and Liz understood that, she didn’t blame either of her sisters for being ecstatically happy—but it had been a lot to bear. She began working more and meeting up with her family less and less.


    She kissed her dad good-bye and waved them off, watching them disappear down her tiny driveway and walk together down the quaint, old street.


    Grant, however, made no move to go. Neither did Gizmo, who was still passed out in the shade at her feet.


    “What?” he asked innocently. “I don’t suppose you’d care to continue where we left off?”


    She smacked him on the arm. “Are you out of your mind? Why did you say yes?” She crossed her arms. “You cannot come to dinner with my family. What were you thinking?”


    He gave her a formidable frown. “They seemed so excited to have you come to dinner. I wanted to be certain you didn’t miss the opportunity to spend time with them.”


    “Okay, Mr. Judgey. Maybe you think I’ve been avoiding my family, but I certainly don’t need you to twist my arm to do the right thing. And I definitely don’t need you to come with me.”


    He moved his big body closer and stabbed her in the chest with his finger. “I was saving your arse.”


    She snorted. “I can’t wait to hear this.”


    “Your father saw me with my tongue down your throat. As a gentleman, I had to accept his invitation. To say otherwise would be to dishonor you.”


    Liz threw up her hands in frustration. “Are you from the nineteen hundreds? What are you talking about?”


    “What precisely were you going to tell him? That the man whose tonsils you were examining was merely your latest fuck?”


    All the blood drained from her face. Liz felt it, like water swirling down a drain, and for a moment she couldn’t breathe. She recovered enough to poke him back in his big, hard chest. “How dare you insinuate that I sleep around indiscriminately. And it’s none of your damn business who I sleep with.” Even if the last person she’d slept with happened to be him. Though she’d never tell him so.


    “But the point is, do you want it to be your father’s business? Unfortunately, he cannot unsee what he saw.”


    “I’ll tell him it was an accident. A mistake. Because it was!” A whopper of one. Even though those kisses had shaken her to her soul.


    “What are you going to tell them about me if you’re pregnant?”


    “I’m going to tell them the truth. If I’m pregnant, I’ll tell them you were my donor. There’s no reason to hide it.”


    “Except they’ve seen us kissing.”


    She had a headache from stress and from trying to figure this out. “I’m going to take a shower. And feed my dog. I-I’ll see you later.” Ugh. Unbelievable. He’d gotten himself invited to dinner with her entire family. Worse, her dad would go home and tell her mom they were dating and soon the whole family would know. She had no idea how she was going to handle that. So she said good-bye and walked with her dog back to her house.


    She’d gotten caught kissing a man in the garden. Her ex-lover, whose baby she might be carrying. That certainly wasn’t messed up at all.


    She looked down at the dog, who stared up at her adoringly with his one eye. “Want a cheese sandwich? That’s all I’ve got until I can get to the grocery store.”


    His stumpy tail wagged. His eager expression said that would be just great in lieu of dog food, as long as it was served with a heaping dose of affection. Liz bent down and dropped a kiss on the dog’s forehead, to which he responded with a big lick encompassing her lips and nose.


    She laughed and petted him down his soft back. “For once I’ve got a non-judgey guy who doesn’t care how messed up my life is right now.” She recognized that as being the gift it was. And judging by the way Gizmo ambled into the house, his toenails clicking happily against her wood floors, walked over to her one chair and jumped up, she had a feeling he was here to stay.


    Somehow that seemed so much less complicated than Grant having dinner with her family.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    The next day, Grant sat in a folding chair outside the grocery store, his camera set up on a nearby card table. Apparently this place was the social hub of the town, everyone stocking up on groceries and stopping to chat up all their neighbors and friends on a busy Sunday.


    He’d been talking to people for three hours, searching for stories that would prove that small-town America was in big trouble. Anything juicy so he could make his damn documentary and get out of small-town jail.


    Except he had a problem—everyone he’d met appeared to love this place. The store owner, a tall guy named Pete, gave him the card table and a chair, even though he had to ignore the Girl Scout Cookie poster taped down to the top that had probably been there for years.


    Many people shook his hand. Told him they’d seen him on TV and some even said they prayed for his safety. The baker brought him a ham and melted cheese croissant for lunch and an amazing coffee. Many thanked him for his bravery and his work in broadcasting the injustices of the world for all to see.


    When he asked people if the big-box store they were building on the outskirts of town was a problem for their businesses, they flat-out laughed. He met a family medicine doctor and a minister and the owner of a trendy farm-to-table restaurant that had just opened in a reclaimed factory building. Employees of the shoe company Liz’s family owned were thrilled that the company was booming since her sister Maddie and Maddie’s husband’s grandfather had taken charge of the design department over the past few years.


    The town was freaking thriving.


    And that was not his only problem.


    A certain gorgeous brunette was messing with his mind.


    In coming here, he’d intended to prove to himself that she’d been just a fling, that their affair had been little more than a passionate, romantic adventure. But the more time he spent with her, the more he couldn’t stop thinking about her.


    He never became obsessed about women; it was always the opposite, trying to get rid of the ones who fell for him despite him letting them know up front he was not looking for a relationship.


    He thought about their kisses in the garden, certain that if they hadn’t been interrupted, he’d have taken her to his bed, peeled off her clothes one by one, and explored every blessed inch of her satiny skin—with his tongue. Did wicked things until she begged him for more and cried out his name.


    His name. No one else’s. Preferably over and over, if he had his say in the matter.


    “Grant Wilbanks?”


    The sound of his own damn name startled him. God, what the hell was he doing?


    “Hello,” he said, looking up at a shapely blonde with frosted hair and startling blue eyes.


    “I’m Dr. Paula Prentiss,” she said, extending her hand. He recognized the name immediately—Liz’s partner. The one who, according to Liz, had a major branch up her arse 99 percent of the time. Liz told him Paula would refuse to take calls from patients that weren’t her own even if she was the only doctor left in the office. Once when she went on vacation and was expected back on Monday, she didn’t show up until Tuesday even though she was fully scheduled for the entire day.


    “I hear you’re interviewing our townsfolk about what it’s like living here,” Paula said. “I’d be happy to subject myself to your questions.”


    “Of course,” he said, mostly to be polite. “Have a seat, then.” He flipped on his tripod camera by pressing the remote.


    Before he could ask a question, she started talking. “I love living in a small town. It’s homey and friendly, but some of the people aren’t very educated. Plus, the selection of eligible men is awful, if you know what I mean.”


    “Have you considered going back to the city?” Couldn’t hurt to ask. It would certainly help Liz if she would.


    “I got offered a good chunk of money from the town council to practice here. I’m stuck here for another few years at least. I bet you have that same problem.”


    “I beg your pardon?” he asked.


    “About not being surrounded by professionals. Let me tell you, I’d be happy to offer a cure for those stuck-in-a-small-town doldrums anytime. And I do mean any time.” She’d wrapped her hand around his arm and lifted a brow suggestively. Then she dug into her purse and pulled out a business card. “My cell number’s on the back. Feel free to call if you get lonely for a city experience.”


    Someone plunked a large bag of dog food down on the table. He looked up to see Liz standing in front of him, wearing yoga pants and a T-shirt, her hair up in a ponytail.


    Even dressed casually for Sunday morning shopping, her beauty struck him in the gut as always.


    “Oh, hi, Paula,” Liz said. “I see you’ve met Grant.”


    “Why, Elizabeth,” Grant said, looking at his watch. “You’re just in time for your interview. I’m sorry, Dr. Prentiss, but I’ve scheduled your partner for an interview next. Thanks so much for your time.”


    “You two know each other?” Paula asked. “You never mentioned that, Liz.”


    “Yes, we know each other quite well,” Liz said.


    “One might even say in the biblical sense,” Grant said under his breath, to which he received a sudden shin kick under the table.


    “Well, it’s been great chatting with you, Grant,” Paula said. “Don’t forget to call for some intellectually stimulating conversation.”


    “I’m certain that would be quite stimulating,” he said under his breath as Paula walked off.


    “You know what, I’m leaving,” Liz said.


    He tugged on her arm, pulling her down into the chair next to him. “Sit down, I’m teasing.”


    She frowned. “She’s very attractive.”


    “And quite forward. I’ve never seen such a desperate woman.” He flashed her a smile. “I’m glad you’re here,” he said, and meant it. “And now that you are, will you let me interview you?”


    “Interview me?”


    “Yes, you’d be perfect. You grew up here, went away for your education, and now you’ve come back. Sit across from me and let me do a light check.”


    Suddenly he had to have her on film, because she would light up the camera. He couldn’t wait to record her.


    “Well, all right. But could I have some Thin Mints and Samoas while I’m waiting?” she asked.


    “Ha ha, very funny,” he said, adjusting the lens.


    “Are we going to be serious? Because I’m going to give you serious answers.”


    “I want you to give me serious answers,” he said. It was so easy to banter with her in this joking way. If only it were just as easy to talk truthfully with her about what had happened between them. He’d never been a very open person, and heart-to-heart talking was always difficult. To the point where he’d rather have a limb amputated without anesthesia.


    “Okay, we’re all set. Ready?”


    He started the camera. She looked into the lens self-consciously. “What would you like me to do?”


    “Just be your beautiful self,” he said, smiling.


    That made her blush. He stopped looking through the lens and looked at her instead. “Why did you want to come back here, to this town? After you’d been to the finest schools in New York City, you could’ve got on famously there. There was no need to come back.”


    “I never felt like going away to college was an escape. I mean, I loved New York, but part of me was always homesick. For my family, for this place.”


    “Why?”


    She shrugged. “It’s part of who I am. It’s in my blood. I love knowing nearly everyone when I walk down the street. I love taking care of the people I grew up with. I love hearing about people’s kids and grandkids, and I’m so happy I could give back to the town that nurtured me when I was growing up. I love being in a practice where the clock’s not running—where I can spend a half hour with someone who’s distressed or who needs some extra help. I know the other doctors in town, so I can refer to someone very easily. And people care about one another. It’s personal, and I love that.”


    Her words touched him. They were spoken passionately. It was obvious she’d found the place where she belonged. Unlike him, who belonged nowhere and probably never would.


    “It’s not all good,” she continued. “I mean, I think deciding to come back was in part why I made the mistake of marrying Parker. We’d dated since high school, knew each other’s families, had all the same friends. Wanted the same things from life—to stay here in the community. He was the safe choice, the easy choice, but he wasn’t the right one.”


    Their gazes met across the table. Heat pumped through his veins. In that moment, he wanted to show her he could be the right kind of man for her, far better than that asshat she’d married. A yearning ripped through him—to want to give her what she needed, if only he were capable.


    “A lot of people on the coasts think they’re the important part of America,” she said. “That rural areas and small towns like this are flyover country. But people are so sincere here. Unlike guys in New York who spend twenty dollars on a drink and try to impress you by telling you all about their Goldman Sachs investments. You can talk to someone and share a burger together at O’Reilly’s, and you’ve made a friend for life who will always have your back.”


    He hadn’t had her back. He certainly hadn’t treated her like she deserved to be treated.


    He turned off the camera. “Thank you.” There was so much he wanted to say. His eyes caressed her, tried to tell her he was sorry for how he’d treated her, but in his heart he knew she wouldn’t believe a word he said.


    She needed a man of action.


    Someone unafraid to be the man she needed.


    And that was simply not him.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    “This is a very bad idea,” Liz said that evening as she and Grant stopped before the heavy wooden door of O’Reilly’s, the local pub on Main Street. Laughter and a few notes from a live band warming up drifted out to the street.


    It was a warm, perfect summer evening…except absolutely nothing in Liz’s life could be called perfect. Her stomach was flipping worse than a beached fish and she felt seasick. If only she could turn the clock back to the “episode” in the garden where giving in to the heavy pull of attraction between them had gotten her into this big pickle. She’d be stronger this time. Resist kissing those beautiful lips of his and tangling her fingers through his thick, close-cropped hair and wrapping herself around his hot, hard body like a damn pretzel. Maybe.


    “It’s a great idea,” Grant said, his usually stoic expression way too cheery. The trouble was, when the man did crack a smile, it was disarming, lightening up the heavy masculine features of his face and making her itch to trace the tiny indentation that formed in his cheek with her finger.


    Yes, Mr. International Hottie had. A. Dimple. Yet another curse to avoid. Like his broad shoulders, lean waist, and confident bearing. And those baby-blue eyes that sometimes bore through her with an intensity that snatched her breath away.


    “Since you’ve clearly been avoiding your family,” he said. “It will be good to have a visit.”


    “Not only are you judgey, you’re also sanctimonious,” she said. “I’d appreciate it if you’d say as little as possible.”


    “About what?”


    “About—everything.”


    She shot him a wary look, unable to explain how it was with her family. Ever since her marriage ended, Liz had felt like somewhat of a failure in front of her three siblings, who were all happily married. Not to mention that now that both her sisters were expecting, all the talk was about babies, babies, babies. She would never begrudge them their hard-earned happiness. She just hoped she’d have some of her own to share soon.


    She wasn’t sure when she’d gone from being the perfect sibling to the one whose life had not turned out the way she’d expected. Being the oldest sister, she’d always thought of herself as high achieving, hardworking, and an example. A few years ago, she’d been on the fast track to happiness…on scholarship at Columbia, dating her steadfast and handsome high school sweetheart—whom her family loved—all the indications present for a bright and happy future with a house, a dog, and a carload of kids.


    Surprise! Life had gone and bitten her in the ass.


    Grant took hold of her arm. He was frowning. “What’s the matter?” he asked.


    She straightened. Stepped back so that his arm fell. “Nothing. I’m fine.”


    “Look, if it’s easier for you to go in there alone, I’ll leave. I’m sorry if I invited myself to dinner. I was only trying to help.”


    “It’s not your fault,” she said. “The damage was already done with those kisses.”


    Those kisses. Those fiery, lethal kisses. She brushed her fingers over her lips, the memory even now making them tingle.


    “All right then,” he said in a no-nonsense voice. “We’d best have our story straight before we go in there, don’t you think?” he asked. “I mean, that we’re dating, right?”


    She didn’t like the concern in his eyes. It threatened to melt the ice around her heart, and she could not risk letting him in again. He’ll be gone by summer’s end, a voice in her head reminded her. There was nothing to do now but play out her hand in front of her family. Let them think they were dating for this very brief time. She hated lying but it seemed the easiest explanation. What could it hurt?


    Liz cleared her throat. “I think it’s all right to stick as close to the truth as we can, that we met in Africa. We could say we just couldn’t stop thinking about each other, yada yada. And absolutely nothing about your recent…donation, okay?”


    He nodded. “I’ve always told my family the truth,” she said. “It doesn’t sit well with me to lie.”


    Yet she hadn’t told them about the artificial insemination, either. She’d tell them more when the time came. Then they wouldn’t worry about her or pity her. Poor Liz, she’s so desperate for a baby, she accepted a sperm donation from the man who dumped her. Who was now pretending to be her boyfriend.


    Oh. My. God. She couldn’t go in there.


    Grant grabbed her by the upper arms and leveled a look at her that said he saw right through all her bullshit. “You doctors, so type A. You’re the only one who expects perfection from yourself. From everything you’ve told me about your family, they just want to love you.”


    How had he sensed that was what she was worried about? He’d always had the ability to know when she was upset. It would’ve been so easy to let all her fears and worries roll right off her tongue. Rest her head against that rock-hard chest and feel his warmth envelop her.


    What was she thinking? Confiding in him would be absurd and dangerous. Her ex had betrayed her after knowing him—trusting him—for all those years, and Grant—he simply hadn’t loved her enough. “Let’s just get this over with.”


    Just then the door swung open as a group of people exited, laughing and talking. She grabbed the handle and walked through. Grant placed his hand up high on the door and finished opening it, and put his other hand on the small of her back as they walked in. A typical date thing to do, but his touch burned.


    Her family was gathered at a few square tables that had been pushed together, plates of appetizers already spread out between them. From across the bar, she waved to her parents, her sisters, Maddie and Cat, their husbands, Nick and Preston, her older brother, Derrick, and his wife Jenna. Liz took a deep breath and led Grant to the table.


    “I’m starving,” Maddie, who was eight months pregnant, said, scooping up some crab dip with a chip, then adding more to her plate with a spoon.


    Her husband Nick rolled his eyes as he went for some dip, too.


    “What?” Maddie asked. “Why are you looking at me like that?”


    “Maybe because you just ate a full meal an hour ago,” Cat said.


    “Said the pot who called the kettle black,” Maddie said to Cat. “I can’t help it if I’m hungry all the time.”


    “I know you can’t, sweetheart,” Nick said, kissing her cheek. “Being eight months pregnant is a big job.”


    “Everybody, this is Grant,” Liz said. The banter stopped abruptly. So did the chip-dipping and the drinking. Everyone looked up.


    If Liz dreaded the spotlight, Grant thrived on it. “A pleasure, Mrs. Kingston,” he said, taking her mother’s hand. He said it in that charming, young Hugh Grant way of his that surely must make women fall into boneless heaps at his feet.


    “Hello, son,” her dad said. “Please, call us Henry and Rosalyn.”


    “We’re delighted to meet you, Grant,” her mom said. “Dottie talks about you all the time and keeps us up-to-date on what you’re up to. It’s been thrilling to follow your career.”


    “Well, thank you. I regret my aunt’s not in town now, as well.”


    “My God, you’re even more handsome in person,” Maddie said, glancing incredulously at Liz.


    Liz did her best to ignore that, although she felt heat creep up her face. “Cat, how are you feeling?” she asked as they took seats and their waiter took their drink orders. Just a water for her; she hoped no one noticed. Next to her, Grant’s long leg grazed hers, distracting her further.


    “Well, I just had my four-month visit, and all’s well,” Cat said. “We had an ultrasound and we know what we’re having.”


    “Oh, Cat,” Liz said, clapping her hands together. “What is it?”


    Cat glanced at her husband, Preston, and beamed. “A girl. We’re having a girl.”


    “Oh, honey, that’s wonderful,” her mother said.


    “Every body part was present and accounted for,” Cat said. “We feel very blessed.”


    “Hope the baby doesn’t have my nose,” Preston said. “It looked a little large on the ultrasound.”


    Cat shook her head. “He’s been obsessed about that ever since we had the test.”


    “You couldn’t possibly have gotten that much of a view of the baby’s nose,” Liz said, frowning.


    “I’m a little worried, that’s all,” Preston said. “I don’t want the other kids to make fun of her or anything.”


    “Son, welcome to parenthood,” their father said, chuckling. “The first of many worries.”


    “I think your nose is very cute,” Cat said, tweaking it a little. “For a guy.”


    “That’s what I’m worried about,” Preston said. “For a guy.”


    Maddie glanced over at her husband. “What time does the baby store close, Nick?”


    “We’ve got time,” Nick said, sneaking a peek at his phone. “Nine.”


    “We’re going to run to that outlet place off the highway for some crib shopping,” Maddie said.


    “Is the nursery painted?” Cat asked.


    Maddie nodded. “You’ll have to come over and see it.”


    “Can’t wait,” Preston said with a tinge of sarcasm, hitting Nick on the back.


    “Hey. I painted it myself,” Nick said. “And the baby furniture, too.”


    Rosalyn turned to Liz. “Not to change the subject, but, sweetheart, you’ve got some color in your cheeks.” She suddenly felt herself scrutinized by her mom’s thorough gaze.


    “I’m just a little sunburned from yesterday.” Not with the 100 SPF, she wasn’t. If she wasn’t blushing from Grant’s hand resting on the small of her back, she was from her mom implying she was smitten.


    “I hope your hours at work have been better?” her mom asked. “We’ve missed you lately.”


    Liz felt a little embarrassed. Her mother had clearly noticed that the conversation had become obsessed about babies and had changed the subject on account of her. “I’m working on cutting my hours, Mom.” Paula was a real pill, but Liz didn’t want to worry her family by talking about that when all the other conversation was so happy.


    “Don’t be so modest, darling,” Grant said, playfully giving her neck a squeeze. “What Liz isn’t telling you is it’s difficult to slow down when she’s become so popular. The hometown girl returning to serve her town and all that.”


    “This town needs you, Liz,” Maddie said. “Your partner Paula doesn’t have much of a bedside manner. During one of my visits when Brett wasn’t around, I had to see her, and it was a little awkward.”


    Her sisters both used Brett as their OB. They’d already agreed beforehand that Liz would be with both of them in the delivery room as their sister, not as a doctor, which was just as she’d wanted it.


    “So, Grant, when are you headed back to the war zone?” Jenna asked.


    “Hopefully in a month or so,” Grant said.


    Liz’s stomach lurched at the “hopefully.” Of course he was looking forward to going back to work. A reminder that this was all fake, lest she believe for a moment it wasn’t.


    That wasn’t all that made her stomach lurch. The waiter set down their meals, her vegetarian tacos and Grant’s giant, massive burger, bloodred on the inside and dripping with grease. He made a point of grinning widely at her as he took a bite.


    “Ugh. Good thing you’re not actually my boyfriend,” Liz whispered. “Because we are not refrigerator compatible.”


    “Oh, but we are where it counts, sweetheart,” he said in a low voice, smiling innocently.


    “So how did you two meet again?” Derrick asked.


    “Nairobi,” Grant said, his hand unashamedly curling around her shoulder. He certainly was touchy-feely in public. “Liz was giving families polio vaccines, and I was doing an exposé on government corruption. It was the rainy season, and her Jeep got stuck in the muck on her way to the city to pick up more vaccine. Of course, I knew helping her was an opportunity to meet the brave young doctor everyone was talking about.”


    Liz rolled her eyes. “You fell for me because of the cause I was supporting?”


    “Absolutely.” He trained those endless blue eyes on her and smiled. But when the conversation turned to another topic, he leaned close and said in a deadpan voice, “I fell for you because I liked the way your arse looked in those khaki shorts when you were trying to dig yourself out of the mud.”


    That sounded more like the Grant Wilbanks she knew. She shook her head incredulously, but she couldn’t help smiling a little. Actually, he’d told the gentleman’s version to her family. The truth was, he’d rescued her and taken her back to the room he was renting until her car could get pulled out the next day.


    She fell hard and fast, and slept with him before the week was out, in his apartment with the windows wide open, the mosquito netting drifting like angel wings in the soft breeze, and a massive full moon right outside.


    Of course she’d slept with him. He’d intoxicated her. He and that country, the adventure, the romance of it all. She’d lost her mind and her heart, both so easily. And after all the sorrow she’d run from, the death of her marriage, the cheating of her husband, she’d embraced everything with Grant like it was some damn fairy tale.


    Maybe that was why she’d fallen harder than he did. She’d needed the fairy tale at that time in her life. She’d just been so certain of what they’d had. His not showing up to meet her had come as a complete shock. For a person who was usually pretty intuitive about people, she had completely misread him.


    “Don’t suppose you can tell us about that trouble you got into back in Kenya?” Nick said. “With the family?”


    “Sorry,” Grant said. “I’m not permitted to discuss it.”


    “He helped a family with a sick child,” Liz said. “Hope you don’t mind me telling them the truth, honey.” She turned back to her family. “It was nothing political like how they’re trying to spin it.” He looked genuinely surprised. He’d never told her specifically what he’d done with that family, but she knew.


    “I thought journalists had a code or something about not getting involved with humanitarian crises,” Nick said.


    Grant cleared his throat. He sat forward, resting his elbows on the table with his hands clasped. He could have been heading a meeting of field reporters instead of sitting around a local pub hanging out. His commanding bearing, his warm smile, even the way he made eye contact with everyone in turn bespoke of a natural leader, a man confident in his abilities, and at ease with just about anyone.


    It was very sexy, but not as sexy as what he said next.


    “I used to think like that, Nick, until I saw your sister-in-law in action. When she was with Doctors Without Borders, she reached out to everyone and anyone she could.” He turned to her. “Do you remember that baby you delivered that had the heart problem? There was a pediatric heart surgeon visiting from New York, working in Johannesburg, about two thousand miles away.”


    “Grant, really, I—” She didn’t need him to do this.


    “Liz, be quiet. We want to hear what he’s saying,” Maddie said. Her entire family was listening carefully.


    “Liz got him to operate on the baby. She paid for the flight for the mother and child.”


    The table got even quieter than before.


    “Oh, Liz,” her mother said.


    “That’s my girl,” her dad said. “She never gives up without a fight.”


    Liz held up her water toward her parents. “I learned from the best.” It was true. Her dad didn’t give up the shoe company a few years ago when he’d had a stroke and it was sinking. And her mother never gave up on the kids in juvenile court she struggled to help as a judge every day.


    “Liz, that’s…amazing,” her mother said.


    “She’s amazing,” Grant said. “I learned from her that sometimes you’ve got to do what’s right.”


    If she was dying from embarrassment earlier, she was on the verge of tears now. Maybe it was possible pregnancy hormones making her crazy. She blinked hard and cleared her throat. And crossed her fingers that that was the case.


    “Tell you what,” Liz’s dad said. “We boys might head off to the bar for a few and let you ladies talk some.”


    “More time to scavenge all the leftovers, honey,” Nick said.


    Maddie gave him a playful smack. “If you don’t stop making fun of me, I won’t save you any.”


    “You know you’re always beautiful to me,” Nick said, rubbing Maddie’s belly and giving her a kiss. “I just never thought I’d see the day when my wife would eat more than a pro football player.”


    “I love you,” Maddie said, “but when you talk like that you do know you’re asking for death, right?”


    After the men took off, Liz sat at the table with her mom and sisters and Jenna. The weight of everything she hadn’t told them was an albatross around her neck, but she had no idea how or where to even begin to tell them what was going on.


    “He is a handsome man,” Liz’s mom said. “Rugged and tanned, and so charismatic.”


    “He’s super nice, too,” Jenna said.


    “And there are definitely sparks between the two of you,” Maddie said.


    Yes, sparks. More like lightning bolts zapping both of them into the parched earth.


    She was relieved when her mom, Maddie, and Jenna finally left for the restroom, leaving her alone with Cat. Until Cat spoke.


    “You seem on edge,” she said. “I’m worried about you.”


    “There’s just been a lot of—excitement lately. With Grant back in town.”


    “I hope you’re not seriously falling for him again, Liz,” Cat wasted no time saying. “After what he did to you.”


    “You’re the only one who knows about that. Besides, it’s not really his fault. I can’t help it if I fell for him harder than he fell for me.”


    “What’s really going on here?”


    She couldn’t stand lying to her sister, so she didn’t. “Things got a little carried away in the garden. Then you and Dad showed up and I—we’re just pretending to date because what else was I going to tell Dad?”


    “Um, the truth?”


    “I didn’t want Dad to think I was kissing some random guy.” She paused, appalled at how things had gotten so twisted up. “Don’t worry, I’m not falling for him again. I know he’s leaving soon. But please don’t say anything, okay?”


    “What the hell were you doing kissing him in the first place?” Cat said.


    Inexplicably, her eyes teared up. “I don’t know. One minute I was making fun of how he said tomatoes and the next…”


    “And the next you’re letting him fix your light switches. Do not let him fix your light switches.”


    Liz gave her sister a what-the-hell look. “Cat, for being the kind kindergarten teacher that you are, I can’t believe you just said that.”


    “He’s a well-known flight risk,” Cat said. “I don’t want to see you brokenhearted again.” She reached across the table to squeeze Liz’s hand. “And we’ve barely seen you lately. Sometimes I feel like you’re isolating yourself on purpose.”


    She understood that Cat spoke from the heart, that she was genuinely concerned. But Liz also knew Cat had no idea how lonely it had been for her these past few years, to watch everyone fall in love and get married while her own marriage dissolved. No matter how much she loved her sisters, she needed some space. She reached over and squeezed Cat’s hand back.


    “I love you, you know that, don’t you? This is for Mom and Dad’s sake. It will be over as soon as Grant gets on that plane to Africa.”


    “Just be careful, okay?”


    Right. She was seriously trying to be.


    The band started to play, covers of popular, soulful songs, romantic and perfect for slow dancing. The guys wandered back from the bar. Preston and Nick asked their wives to dance and escorted them to the dance floor. Even her mom and dad joined them.


    Nick passed Liz on the way, gave her a thumbs-up and whispered in her ear. “We like this guy. If you do.”


    She smiled, surprised at his sudden vote of confidence. “Thanks,” she said. He gave her an encouraging wink.


    Liz ate a nacho and checked her phone, trying not to feel awkward that Grant and she were the only ones left at the table. When he said her name, she practically jumped. “You know,” she said, “we can take off now. We’ve done our duty here.”


    He cast her a glance that she couldn’t quite read. “I was just going to say it would be a pity to leave without asking if you’d like to dance.”


    Suddenly she felt awkward, as though she’d never had limbs before and didn’t know what to do with them. She was thrown. And torn. Because, God help her, she wanted to dance with him.


    “Oh, come on.” He was standing next to her, offering his hand. “One dance.” She looked up into those inscrutable eyes that were always an invisible wall to what was really going on behind them. Despite herself, a wave of hope surged at his invitation.


    “We’ll do it for show, of course,” he said.


    Disappointment smothered the tiny seed of hope. Of course. For show. Why did she constantly forget even now that they were only playing a game?


    Despite her hesitation, he took her hand. His was big and warm, his grip strong but restrained, like the rest of him. He tugged her up and led her out to the dance floor.


    The band played a cover of an Ed Sheeran song, swoony and romantic, and the lights dimmed down. Still gripping her hand, he slid the other around her waist and tugged her closer. And oh, being held by him felt so damn good, so right, it was all she could do to keep a calm, mild smile plastered on her face when her blood was rioting through her veins and every muscle was trembling. Trembling, like a teenager!


    Liz saw something flash in his eyes—heat, fire—that made her knees feel like jelly and her throat go dry. No, that was not the expression of a bored man doing his duty. And she was not a teenager. Because she knew the look of a man who wanted a woman and wanted her in his bed yesterday.


    Their hips touched, her breasts pressed against his chest and she suddenly remembered the last time she was this close to him. It was the night before she was supposed to meet him at the train station. They’d made love and were lying together in his bed, her cheek resting on his chest, her arm wrapped around his lean waist. Don’t leave me, she remembered thinking, as if even then she sensed he was like a wild stallion bucking for freedom. Unwilling and unable to be tied down.


    He’d stroked her hair so gently, then kissed the top of her head. She’d lifted her head and looked into his eyes and she swore—she swore she saw everything he usually kept hidden. Desire for her but more—a tenderness that at the time she’d interpreted as love.


    “I love you,” she’d whispered. Because her heart was brimming over, and she couldn’t help it.


    He didn’t say it back. Instead, he’d grabbed her and flipped them until she was on her back and kissed her—deeply, ravenously, passionately—and they’d made love again. At the time, she’d been reassured, but it was all so clear now. He’d never intended to meet her. That had been the last time they’d made love, the last time she’d seen him.


    “You look melancholy,” he said. “What are you thinking?”


    She shook her head, because there was no way she was going there. He pulled her closer, until their bodies were touching from their hips to their chests. He was a tall man, so tall she couldn’t see over his shoulder, so she simply leaned into him, into his warmth and the hard planes of his big body and struggled not to feel. A battle she realized was as exhausting as it was a year ago.


    She tried to pull away, to regain her breath and her sanity, but he effortlessly kept her in place. She felt his lips press against her forehead in a slow, soft kiss.


    A longing so potent that she nearly lost her balance washed over her. Emotion was welling over, and she had to get away from him before it did.


    Just then the music ended and he released her, thank God. As she headed back to the table to say good-bye to her family and gather her purse, she exhaled deeply, trying to calm her taut nerves.


    As Liz watched Grant say good-bye to her family, shake her father’s and brother-in-laws’ hands, and hug her mother and sisters, she was struck again by the fluid way he moved, his easy laugh, the relaxed yet powerful bearing. One thing became abundantly clear: the worst idea in the world had been to have him donate that sample for her. She’d violated all her rules. Just a sample had turned into something else entirely. Because no matter what she said to herself or what anyone warned, she was falling for him.


    And she couldn’t seem to stop.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    After their good-byes to her family, Grant walked Liz back to her house. Of course it would’ve been hard for her to refuse his offer, since they lived next door to each other. Something was different between them tonight, something that left him as thrown off his guard as he believed she was.


    The same thing that had made her tremble in his arms on the dance floor. That had taken away his sensible speech and his breath and made him stumble over his words as if he were an adolescent again. That made him want to pull her back into his arms and drag his lips over hers, stamp her indelibly as his.


    He couldn’t stop thinking about her. About kissing her and touching her and wanting her. Their fake date had only served to stir the currents of sexual chemistry between them until they’d reached the boiling point, and God help him, he was already too far gone, unsure if he could reel himself back in.


    It was a perfect June evening, the scent of loamy earth and growing things heavy in the air. As they passed the quaint old Victorian homes, he pictured what it would be like to sit and talk on a big wraparound porch for hours, sipping tea and staring up at the Milky Way as the crickets rioted in the background. To hold someone you loved in your arms. To belong somewhere where you never did before. Dreams he hadn’t ever dared to dream for himself.


    “You’re awfully quiet tonight,” Liz said, stopping on her front porch.


    He stood on the stairs leading to the porch, his hands fisted tightly in his pockets. Mostly so he wasn’t tempted to reach out and drag her into his arms on impulse. “I’ve got an early flight to DC tomorrow morning to meet with my boss.”


    “Oh. I see,” she said. She might’ve sounded a bit disappointed, and that caused hope to stir within him. “You’re expecting your get out of jail free card?”


    “I’m going to meet with the network’s lawyers about the Kenya situation. They’re trying to clear me so I’m allowed back in the country. Hopefully that will all be taken care of by the time I’m done with the documentary.”


    “I see. What time do you have to leave for the airport?” Liz asked.


    “The network’s sending a car around three a.m. I should be back Friday.” At least he hoped that was the case. There was always the possibility his boss would send him directly back overseas to cover some breaking story. But he hoped he’d be allowed to stay and finish his project.


    He hoped he’d be able to stay for her. The thought popped into his head. It was true. They had unfinished business. Maybe it was time he faced it.


    “Bet you’ll be glad to get back to civilization, huh?” Her face was lit by the pale wash of the streetlight that shone into her front yard


    “Right, right.” He’d rather not go at all. Maybe it was better that he had to, because staying would tempt him to go against all his better judgment. He didn’t know if it was touching her tonight, rubbing her neck and her back, doing those simple things that lovers did, or if it was the warm summer evening or the way she looked or just his hormones in overdrive, but he felt himself losing ground.


    He realized he’d been staring down at the steps, where bright-red flowers grew in pots. “Something new?” he asked.


    “My mother said geraniums were hard to kill,” she said with a shrug. “So I thought, why not? I have to start somewhere, right?”


    “The key ingredient is water,” he said. “Don’t forget.”


    “I’ll keep that in mind.”


    He smiled. Drank her in with his gaze like she was a fine bottle of wine. Her skin, less pale now that she’d gotten some sun. Her wide brown eyes. Her dark arched brows and those big gold hoops she loved so much. That little mole at the side of her mouth that he suddenly ached to kiss.


    His body was on fire for her. A confusing mix of lust, desperate need, and pain swirled everywhere. For the first time in his life, he didn’t know what to do with a woman who brought out so many disparate feelings.


    “You’ve got a great family,” he said, holding his distance. “They love you a lot. They’d understand if you told them everything.”


    “I’m not exactly sure they would, but I intend to tell them the truth. I didn’t think now was the time to talk about me when my sisters are so excited about their own baby news.”


    “I understand how that would be hard for you.”


    For a heartbeat, their gazes met. Hers was full of wariness. “Don’t feel sorry for me,” she whispered.


    He stepped forward and let his hands rest on her shoulders. “I don’t feel sorry for you. But I hate to see you go through this all alone.” Because I’m leaving. Not that he’d been a great support, but simply because he knew the stakes. Besides Brett, he was the only one who did. He suddenly felt very protective of her.


    “I’m taking the serum pregnancy test this week. Probably on Friday. It’s the earliest I can find out if I’m pregnant or not.”


    “Oh. Wow. Will you…will you let me know?”


    “Sure. I’ll text you.”


    He wished he could be with her when she found out, because what if she got an answer she didn’t want to hear? She’d said there was up to a 20 percent chance of getting pregnant on the first try in the best case scenario. But what if it didn’t work? “Maybe you can ask one of your sisters to go with you while you wait for the test?”


    She laughed. “You worry more than my parents.”


    “This is a big deal. You shouldn’t be alone.”


    “I try to put it in perspective. I’m blessed to have this opportunity to try and get pregnant. I have so many patients dealing with things a lot more stressful. This is nothing compared to those.”


    It wasn’t nothing. She acted so independent, so tough. He wanted to pull her close and hold her and tell her she didn’t have to carry all those burdens by herself.


    Regret burned through him. She deserved someone who was going to be there for her, not just tomorrow, but in the days and months and years afterward. Someone who wouldn’t leave her waiting at a train station all night because he was too fucking afraid to show up.


    “Who takes care of you?”


    “I’m a big girl, Grant. I take care of myself.” But she turned away, walking over to her porch railing and looking out over the tiny front yard.


    “Sounds like you’ve practiced saying that a few times.” He came up behind her, stifling the urge to hold her, to tug her back so she’d lean against him.


    “When you depend on yourself, you have no expectations of anyone else. You don’t get disappointed.”


    He ran his hands up and down her arms, and she didn’t resist. Her skin was soft as the summer night, and he knew just how she’d feel next to him, over him, underneath him. Finally, he broke the silence. “I’m sorry I disappointed you.”


    She whirled around. Anger flared in her eyes, and the naked honesty there threw him.


    “No, Grant. You don’t get to apologize and leave. Just like last time, except this time you say you’re sorry first.”


    Her words slapped him in the face. He grasped her by the shoulders. “I don’t know how to be the man you need. I’ve never…I’ve never been constant and steady and in one place.”


    “So instead you go and go and go…so you can say you don’t have time to love anyone.”


    “Let’s not throw stones, sweetheart,” he said. “You’ve built so many walls around yourself you can’t even let your own family in to tell them what you’re going through.”


    “At least I’m not full of excuses.”


    “Your silence says it so much better, doesn’t it? You’ll wait until you’re pregnant to tell your family so no one will ever think that you’re hurting. Because you’re not allowed to hurt, are you? You’ve got to be strong and successful and above problems, unlike everyone else.”


    She pushed against his chest. Her eyes misted up and he saw his words had stung. Oh, hell. He could never do the right thing with her. “Move out of my way,” she said, her voice cracking. “I’m going inside.”


    So this was how it was going to end, with them no closer to the truth than before. His own cowardice shamed him, twisted a knife in his gut. Suddenly, a perverse thought overcame him. He stepped directly back in front of her. “No,” he said.


    Her eyes flew open wide. “What did you say?”


    He folded his arms. “You heard me. I’m not moving.”


    “Grant, for God’s sake—move!” She poked him a little stronger in the chest but she could’ve been a flea attacking an elephant. No threat on that account.


    He grabbed her wrists. Stared into her lovely eyes that reminded him of strong, rich coffee. Even now, at the height of anger, her simple, understated beauty floored him. “I came here to see you.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since we parted last year. I’d hoped coming here would prove that I was merely obsessing over you, that I didn’t somehow believe with any degree of sanity that you were different from any other woman I’ve known.” He sounded out of breath, desperate. Crazed. Her lush mouth dropped open in shock, but still he continued.


    “Unfortunately, spending time with you has only proven to me that I cannot flush you out of my system. I want you, Elizabeth. More than I’ve ever wanted anyone.”


    Oh hell. In one fluid motion, he cupped his hand around her neck and dragged her to him. Sealed his lips over her sweet full ones and kissed her like they had seconds left to live. Armageddon kisses, deep and wet, his tongue tangling with hers over and over until the sweet little murmurs that burst from her throat inflamed him with desire.


    He kissed her to tell her he understood her pain. Saw exactly how lonely she must be, when everyone else seemed so happy. But mostly he kissed her because he was a selfish bastard who could not keep his hands off.


    Lust drove him onward. He angled her jaw with his hands and sealed his mouth over hers, urgent and desperate. God, she tasted good, sweet and untainted and honest, and he could not get enough. Their tongues slid together, sliding, playing, mimicking over and over what his body wanted to do to hers.


    He backed her up against her door. Kissed the sweet spot between her neck and shoulder, nipped at the delicate flesh until she arched against him, her soft breasts pressing into him. Her scent filled him, sweet and flowery, intoxicating. His hands roamed over her, touching her breasts, her hips, cupping and squeezing her ass and grinding his hips against hers until she whimpered softly.


    “Y-you came here to see me?” Her voice was barely a whisper.


    “Yes.”


    “Well,” she said, panting. “It took you long enough.”


    “I don’t want to hurt you again. But God help me, I can’t stay away.”


    “I want you, too,” she said, her voice cracking.


    Relief burst through him at her words, and he kissed her again. She clung to him, wrapped herself around him, ran her hands frantically up and down his back. He feared they were going to make love right on the porch, in plain sight of Mrs. Patterson across the street.


    As if in response, her porch light flicked on and her dog barked as she let him out into the yard for his last nighttime prowl.


    “Come in,” Liz said, dragging her lips away from his. She dug in her purse for the key, fumbling, until she found it.


    “Let me,” he said, taking the key from her and fitting it in the door, sneaking one more quick kiss.


    The door opened. They stood in the shadows in the little entryway between her kitchen and living room. Moonlight spilled through the windows, illuminating the room in whitish-blue light.


    Gizmo uncurled himself from his bed next to the La-Z-Boy, his tags clinking as he shook himself awake and stumbled out into the kitchen.


    Liz petted her dog, who basked unashamedly in the pleasure of her touch. Lucky bastard, to have the assurance of all that every bloody day of his life.


    “Does he need to go out?” Grant asked. “I can—”


    “He’ll be fine for a little while,” she said as she reached up and tugged him closer by the shirt. “No thinking, no more talking,” She planted her soft lips on his, slid her tongue against his, and started undoing his buttons.


    He had to have her. Nothing else mattered, not the fact that he’d soon be gone, or the fact that she might be carrying his child. Nothing short of the house being on damn fire could stop him from worshiping every inch of her amazing body.


    He unzipped her pretty sundress until it fell away, the sweet curves of her breasts hidden behind the lacy cups of her bra. He ran his hands along them until her nipples tightened through the lace and she let out a soft sigh that drove him wild.


    Her hands roved under his shirt, over the hills and valleys of his chest. With great difficulty, he struggled out of his shirt and tossed it to the floor. It felt so damn good to have her touch him, feel her hands all over him.


    She stood there, the creamy skin of her cleavage spilling over the lace of her bra, her hair wild around her face, the moonlight streaming in through the old windows, lighting her in otherworldly light. She stepped out of her dress and tossed it on top of his shirt.


    “Dear God, you’re gorgeous,” he said, unable to stop staring at her.


    “Grant, I’m dying here. It’s not like we haven’t done this before.”


    “It—it’s different this time.” And he didn’t want to screw it up.


    He took a step forward and in one smooth motion, scooped her up, over his shoulder.


    “Oh my God, what are you doing?” she said, her voice a little muffled from hanging upside down. She beat on his back with her fists.


    “Taking you to bed,” he said. “Like I should have from day one.”


    Just as he took a step toward the bedroom, her beeper went off in vibrate mode against the wooden floor, buzzing loudly from somewhere among their clothes and shoes.


    “Just wanted you to know,” he said, “I’ve every intention of ignoring that.”


    “I—I can’t. On call.”


    “But you said you’re off all weekend.”


    “I’m covering tonight for Paula.”


    Cursing, he reluctantly set her down. She riffled through the clothes looking for the phone while he admired her gorgeous ass covered only by a slip of lacy panty. He ground his teeth to stop himself from sliding his hands underneath the bra and gathering her soft, lush breasts in his hands.


    “How many centimeters is she?” Liz said into the phone, and his stomach fell. Someone was in labor. But labor took a long time, didn’t it? Maybe it was early, and there would still be plenty of time…


    “I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” she said. “Call anesthesia for the epidural.”


    Oh hell. Grant struggled to bring his breathing back to normal, not to mention his uncomfortably hard dick.


    “I have to go,” she said as she disconnected the call. “I probably won’t be back before three.”


    He blew out a breath, raked his hands through his already mussed hair. Then, because he didn’t want her to think he was angry, tossed her a grin.


    “Duty calls,” he said. He understood that. How many times had he left for an assignment on a few minutes’ notice?


    “I’m sorry,” she said.


    In response, he pulled her into his arms. She rested her cheek against his chest and wrapped her arms around him. For a long moment, they stood like that, the only noise the rustling of the dog in his bed.


    “Maybe this is fate telling us to come to our senses,” she said after a while, trying to pull back.


    He held her close. “No,” he said. All he could think was how right this felt, having her here, in his arms. How he’d missed holding her. And how this time he was not going to let her get away.


    …


    In Washington, Grant had been awaiting the summons to meet with his network boss, Pierce Leonard, all week. The man had kept him on the edge of his seat waiting.


    He hoped he was going to hear good news about the end of his exile, that the network had worked it out with the Kenyan government and he’d be allowed back in the country to continue reporting.


    He’d tried numerous times to get the answer out of Pierce about when he was to be sent back overseas, but Pierce would only say he was working on things and would have a definitive answer on Friday. So Grant endured endless meetings, strategy sessions, and debriefings and met with the network’s international lawyers about the Kenya situation.


    Pierce Leonard was a powerful man. He could move mountains, Grant had no doubt. Plus, he understood Grant’s burning desire to win a Pulitzer, because he wanted to win one just as much, if not more.


    He’d been Grant’s father’s boss, too. Arthur Wilbanks had been Pierce’s great protégé and like a son to him. Arthur’s death in the line of duty had been a shock to the network and to Pierce. Pierce had understood Grant’s desire to follow in his father’s footsteps, understood his desire to win the elusive prize that his father never did. In fact, he’d vowed to do anything in his power to help Grant make that happen. Hence, Pierce usually pulled every string to get Grant into places where the news was happening, no matter how dangerous those places were.


    Funny, though, as Grant walked down the treelined DC streets, he didn’t feel the familiar anticipation in his blood. Didn’t feel his usual craving for the action, the danger. Rather, he kept thinking of the little neighborhood he’d just left, the projects he’d started at Dottie’s house, and, above all, the woman who dominated all his thoughts from the moment he’d arrived there just a few weeks ago.


    He’d vowed never to let anything distract his quest to bring his father the honor he deserved. To capture the elusive prize, as if that would somehow prove to himself that he was worthy of being his father’s son. He understood only too well the sacrifices he’d had to make to do his job. It required all his focus and dedication, and that meant maintaining relationships with women was damn near impossible.


    Not only had he accepted that, but before now it had been a relief. After his parents had died, he’d come to understand that love hurt more than anything. In his book, that had never been worth the risk.


    Until now.


    When Grant finally reached his boss’s elegant wood-paneled office on Connecticut Avenue, the sense of foreboding in his stomach had grown from raisin- to cantaloupe-sized. Pierce had probably made all the arrangements to send him back to Kenya. He’d promised Grant he would expedite the opportunity as fast as he could, as the situation there had the makings of a huge story: government instability, violence, drought, and the threatened closure of an enormous refugee camp the size of a city.


    Then what was his problem?


    He took out his phone. No texts from Liz, and today was the day. It was already three o’clock. Why wasn’t she texting him?


    “It’s about time you got here, Wilbanks,” the older man said through his open door as soon as Grant reached his outer office and said hello to his longtime secretary, a gray-haired woman named Louise, who still made the mistake of calling him by his father’s name.


    As Grant reached Pierce’s inner sanctum, he was reminded yet again why he was secretly called The Lion. From his hard, boxy face and thick, gray hair he wore combed back from a strong widow’s peak, to his sturdy, athletic build, he was physically intimidating as well as one of the most powerful men in the business.


    He’d always pushed Grant hard. Somehow, Grant never felt Pierce liked him quite as much as he’d liked his father. The only thing he appreciated was Grant’s fearlessness. He smelled Pulitzer in that fearlessness.


    Grant approached Pierce’s intricately carved antique desk with ivory handles that Grant’s father had brought back from Africa. Pierce had wanted Grant to bring him elephant tusks and rhino horns, too, but he’d refused. Now Pierce sat behind the gaudy desk, vigorously typing on his computer.


    “Nice to see you, too,” Grant said. The man kept typing, the only sign of acknowledgement one thick, raised brow.


    “Tell me how your exile’s coming,” Pierce said, drawing a cigar out of his drawer and finally looking up. “Want a Cuban?”


    “I thought those were illegal.”


    “Not anymore.”


    “Scotch?”


    “It’s ten thirty in the morning.”


    “And your point is?”


    “I’ll pass, thanks,” Grant said, not bothering to sit. “The assignment’s coming along.” Not as well as he would’ve liked, but he’d been under deadline pressure before. He would pull this off, as he always did. He couldn’t help glancing yet again at his phone. Surely Liz would’ve found out by now. Why wasn’t she texting him?


    “Hope you’re finding lots of fodder for a story,” Pierce said. “Economic depression, jobs migrating overseas, mom-and-pop businesses going under, Walmartization. Pay your penance so I can get you back in the hot zone as soon as possible.”


    “Right, right.” He tried not to sound less than enthused.


    “By the way, I have good news for you.”


    Oh, here it came. His summons back to action, back to his old life. He braced himself. The dull burn in his belly grew to three-alarm-chili size.


    “The Kenyan government is still angry about your little ‘incident.’ And because of that, their next-door neighbor Somalia is, too. But I have a friend who’s agreed to accompany you.” He passed over a document containing a passport-size photo. “His name is Hector. He’ll protect you.”


    “A mercenary? You’ve hired a mercenary to get me into Somalia? But I know Kenya like the back of my hand. We couldn’t resolve the dispute? For God’s sake, Pierce, all I did was get a kid to a doctor.”


    “You transported a family illegally across the border and the government doesn’t forget stuff like that. Trust me, there’s better stuff going on in Somalia.”


    That’s for sure. It was a known haven for terrorist groups. Journalists weren’t treated well there. In fact, a group had been “detained indefinitely” just last month. In other words, put in prison. Oh, and there was a civil war raging. The three-alarm warning bumped up to four.


    “The perfect storm is brewing, and our network plans to get the story before anyone else. That’s why we need you to do what you do best. Your famous face in front of the cameras, telling the world about humanitarian crisis, political upheaval, and impending drought.”


    Grant was always up for a challenge. Danger usually didn’t faze him, if the risks were taken for good reason. He’d reported on earthquakes, mudslides, tsunamis. But the work he’d done in Kenya—bringing awareness to government corruption and the plight of the people—that’s what he needed to continue. He didn’t want to go into the middle of a damn bloodbath for thrills. To beat out the other networks for a story.


    “Don’t worry,” Pierce said, studying his face. “That’s why we have Hector. Just stay away from the border. If the Kenyans find you, they won’t be happy.”


    “When do I leave?” he asked.


    “We’re waiting for the story—and we’ll be the first ones to get it, because so many networks are refusing to send their people in there. Once the crisis intensifies, we’re sending you. Write a hell of a story, take some great photos. For now, go back to Podunkville, finish your documentary, and be ready to run at a moment’s notice. That’s it. You can go.”


    “It sounds like you’re posing for a story.” For a prize.


    “You know as well as I do that you have to play the game to get anywhere in life. We’ve come so far and we’re this close.” He held up his fingers to demonstrate. “All we have to do is play along a little more. This is the chance of a lifetime. Your father would jump at this chance.”


    Grant stared into Pierce’s cool, level blue eyes. His heart wasn’t leaping for joy. Why did he get the feeling Pierce would stop at nothing to get a story? Not a story, the story?


    “How long do I have—to finish up what I’m doing?” Grant asked.


    “I’d guess a month. Just be ready.”


    As he left the office, he checked his phone again. No text from Liz. God, at this point he’d take a nasty one.


    One month. A reprieve. Better than he’d expected. He brought up Liz’s number to call her. As if on cue, his phone buzzed with a text. One final glance down confirmed the worst: I’m not pregnant.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    I will not cry. I will not cry. I will not cry.


    Earlier that afternoon, Liz blinked hard, forcing her eyes to focus on the numbers in front of her on the computer screen. Her lab results showed undetectable quantities in her blood of human chorionic gonadotropin—indisputable evidence that she was not pregnant. She bit down on her lip hard enough that she tasted the metallic, bitter taste of blood.


    What on earth had possessed her, checking in the middle of the workday? She’d been so excited. So positive and hopeful that she couldn’t wait another second to find out.


    Except…the disappointing, crushing result had thrown her off her game.


    “Deep breaths, deep breaths,” she whispered, trying to pull herself together. Trying to tell herself it didn’t matter…that things were better this way, really. Her feelings for Grant were already so complicated, certainly the fact that she was not having his baby should be a huge relief.


    Except it wasn’t, for reasons she didn’t fully understand. She told herself this wasn’t about him, not at all, but rather about the fact that her window to be a mother was closing fast, the sand pitching rapidly through the hourglass. She ached to hold a baby in her arms.


    Brett burst through her office door and took a good hard look at her face. “Dammit, Liz, why couldn’t you have waited until I called you? You’re a terrible patient.”


    She had nothing to say to that. He was right. She had no words, because her throat suddenly clogged up as if there was a giant wad of Kleenex stuck there. All she managed was a shrug.


    Brett immediately walked over and wrapped his arms around her. She leaned into him, never so grateful for his presence. “I’m sorry,” he said.


    “I guess I—I was too excited to wait. I felt so certain it would be good news.”


    Liz gave him an anemic smile. “I did everything,” she whispered, blinking back tears. “I took the drugs. We did everything right.” With her science background, she understood the odds. But she’d been so hopeful.


    “I’m sorry, sweetie,” Brett said, rubbing her back. “Really sorry.”


    His compassion skewered her. She hated pity, but she was so glad he was here for her. She could only afford a moment of his comfort, though, because duty was calling. It was midafternoon, and the waiting room was packed with patients.


    “I should’ve waited,” she said, swiping at her eyes, trying to stand up straight and get it together. “I just felt so sure…”


    He walked over to her and placed his hands firmly on her shoulders, looked solidly into her eyes. “Go home,” he said firmly. “It’s three o’clock. I’ll cover you. We’ll tell the patients you’re sick.”


    “I can’t do that to you.” Unlike Paula, she didn’t dump her responsibilities on people. Trouble was, tears were leaking out of her eyes, down her cheeks. And she couldn’t seem to stop crying.


    “I know you haven’t missed a day of work since we began residency six years ago. But I don’t think you should be seeing patients now. Go home. If not for you, for your patients.”


    She looked at Brett, contemplating that carefully. She’d never missed a day of work or school since medical school when she’d gotten some kind of gastrointestinal flu and literally could not work. But Brett was right. She wasn’t thinking straight. She’d be a disaster to her patients right now.


    “Thank you,” she whispered.


    Brett offered to call her sisters, her mother, which she flatly refused. He told her he’d pick her up some dinner. She said no. He said he’d do it anyway.


    “Are you okay getting home?” he asked.


    “Brett, I can walk home from here. I’m sure I’ll be okay.” She kissed him on the cheek and hugged him again and told him thank you. Then he literally pushed her out the back door.


    Home was the last place she wanted to be, but where else could she go? She’d told no one, not her sisters, not her mother. Only Grant. Ironic that the one man she’d confided in was the one who shied away from all relationships.


    He’d been there for her in so many ways. Supporting her. Agreeing to this whole crazy thing in the first place without asking for anything in return. Charming her family and bolstering her confidence when all the talk was about babies. And he’d texted her several times today, wondering about her results.


    Ten minutes later, she sat on her front steps staring at her little gravel driveway for a long time, rubbing her temples, trying to make sense of her life. Even Gizmo, ever happy to see her, seemed more subdued than usual, running out in the yard to do his business then coming back to settle by her side. When he realized she wasn’t up for throwing the tennis ball he’d found, he dropped it, letting it roll down the steps and not even chasing after it. Then he rested his head on her thigh, looking up at her with big sad eyes.


    “Sorry, buddy,” she said, guilty that she might be making her dog feel sad, too. His life had been hard enough. She scratched behind his ears and told him she loved him until he snorted with pure doggie pleasure.


    If Grant were here, he’d make her laugh. Or make her a drink. Or do something ridiculous to distract her. But she had no business wanting his comfort. Soon he’d be gone for good.


    Liz pulled out her phone. A missed call from him and another text. His concern touched her inexplicably, but she had no idea how to respond, not knowing what to say or how to say it.


    She tried to come up with something glib or funny, but she just couldn’t. Finally, she settled on straightforward. I’m not pregnant. A little later she added, But it’s okay. TTYL.


    The truth, or close to it. She might not be okay right at the moment, but she would be.


    She was tough. That had been her personal mantra her entire life. As a middle child, fighting to be noticed. Making the grades to get into med school—all that sacrifice. Fighting for a surgery spot in her OB program. Thinking on her feet in pressure-cooker circumstances, even though at times it was really scary. Dealing with her crappy ex.


    She was not going to let this defeat her. This news made her realize something. Her life had to change.


    She’d pushed so much of her life aside to succeed at her job. When her marriage failed, it had become even more important to her to succeed at something else. Not only that, but she’d hid behind her job—used work as an excuse to not think about her divorce, her loneliness, and to avoid being around her sisters.


    When Liz finally walked into her house, the silence and the emptiness seemed epic. For once, she saw it exactly as it was: a dead, empty shell. Not a home. She hadn’t put any time or effort into making it one. Just like she’d created a shell around herself, not sharing this with anyone. Doing it on her own. Embarrassed of the failure of her marriage, of her inability to conceive, she’d kept everything to herself.


    Well, that was going to change. Starting with the house. She ran to Dottie’s to gather up all the cleaning supplies she didn’t own—a mop, a bucket, a bottle of Mr. Clean. Swiffer dusters. While she was there she remembered to pour some water on Dottie’s petunias, which were hanging on by a thread.


    When she reached into a cupboard for a bottle of vinegar for her wood floors, the lid came off and the bottle spilled, splashing across her shirt. The acidic smell singed her nostrils and made her wince. She pulled off her shirt, using the dry part to wipe off her skin.


    She was about to go find one of Grant’s shirts to put on for the trek back to her house when she happened to look around Dottie’s kitchen. It was very tidy, a solitary coffee cup in the sink. The local morning paper and a New York Times and a Wall Street Journal were stacked neatly on the table, along with Grant’s iPad, and a navy-blue robe was draped across a kitchen chair. She hesitated. A robe seemed like a too-intimate thing of someone’s to wear. Yet she couldn’t resist picking it up.


    Grant. It smelled of soap, shaving cream, and an essence that was just…him. Well, she had to put on something so as not to give the neighbors a show on her trip back home. She slipped it on, gathered up her supplies, and left. And damn if that robe didn’t make her feel just a little better. She decided to keep it on for just a little while. No one would know, and she’d wash and return it by the time Grant got back.


    As she passed the garden, she noticed a lot of weeds shooting up. She thought about starting her tidying up odyssey there, but the sprouting seeds were just another sign of fertility that she couldn’t handle. She was also low on food and drink. To properly wallow, she should’ve really stopped at the grocery store first. All she had was a half-empty bottle of red wine that had been open for a few weeks and probably shouldn’t be in the fridge anyway and a quart of vanilla ice cream. Boring vanilla! And no chocolate to be found anywhere.


    She looked around her little house as if for the first time. It was pathetic! Not a home at all. Even Gizmo seemed confused, unable to relax into his bed with her armed and ready for war.


    For the next few hours, she scrubbed everything. Her wood floors. The kitchen cabinets. Her closet. She boxed old clothes for Goodwill, color-coordinated her shirts and socks. Sorted all her neglected mail. When there was nothing left to do, she showered, put on the robe again, and tossed as much of her massive laundry pileup as she could into the washer.


    She drank the old wine, scraped off the old, freezer-burned crust of the gross ice cream and ate the rest. Then she fell asleep sitting on the floor leaning against her La-Z-Boy chair, watching the sky outside her pretty windows fade from blue to deeper and deeper shades of gray.


    A pounding noise roused her. The room was pitch-dark, except for an eerie glow from the streetlight outside. She jumped up, startled, her heart thudding from fright. The room spun a little, her body’s rebellion against ice cream, crying, and too much bad wine. The pounding continued, loud and insistent, and she realized someone was knocking on her door. Clutching her spinning head, she ran and peeked out the sidelights.


    Grant stood there, hair ruffled, tie askew, clutching a bouquet of wilted flowers.


    He was frowning deeply, his dark brows knit down, looking a little angry. Or worried, she couldn’t tell. Either way, he was here, and just seeing him outside her door caused a floodgate of relief to course through her.


    She flipped the deadbolt, trying to smooth down her hair, straighten her robe—oh no, his robe! But it was too late, she’d already cracked open the door and he was pushing against it, letting himself in. “I’ve been calling you for hours,” he said, making his way past her into the house.


    He perused the bare countertops, the kitchen devoid of dirty dishes or mail. The wood floor of the nearly empty living room practically sparkling from cleanliness. Then he turned to her, his gaze sliding downward.


    Oh God, her boobs. Not exactly hanging out, but one step away. Instantly, she clutched the sides of the robe and tugged them together. Made an attempt to tidy her hair, but she could tell from running her fingers through it that it was probably—no, absolutely—a rat’s nest. Then she gave up. She was a mess. If the man ran away screaming, so be it. There was no help for it now.


    “I put my phone on silent and fell asleep. I’m sorry if I worried you.”


    “Worried me?” His voice was an octave too high. He tossed the flowers on the counter, flicked on lights.


    “Are those for me?” she asked, nodding toward the flowers.


    “Yes. By the way, why does it smell like lemon cleaner in here?”


    “I was…cleaning.”


    He discovered the empty ice cream container and the bottle of wine, picked both up and dumped them into the trash. He eyeballed her critically. “Vanilla? That’s the worst you could do?”


    “It was all I had.” He was making her uncomfortable, staring at her so intensely his gaze was practically drilling a hole through her. She crossed her arms, wishing she wasn’t standing there in a bathrobe and bare feet. His bathrobe, which he apparently hadn’t noticed…yet.


    He walked up to her, standing inches away. Loomed, basically. Up close, she could see his shirt and his suit coat were wrinkled, and he had circles under his eyes, like maybe it had been a long day for him, too. And that rumpled hair, like he’d been dragging his fingers through it in frustration. She suddenly wanted to comb it down, feel the silky weight of the dark strands between her fingers. Bury herself in his clean scent, feel the comfort of his body around her, and forget all about the rest of this very shit day.


    “I was worried about you.”


    “Wait a minute. How did you get here so quickly?”


    “Helicopter.”


    “What?”


    “One of the pilots I know from Tanzania was free.”


    Tanzania? Pilot? She was processing that when he looked at her, and oh, that look. The worry and compassion in his eyes shattered her and suddenly, her vision blurred with tears. She blinked them furiously away. Took a step back to get some space between them, but he grabbed her by the arms and stepped even closer.


    Before she could gain her balance, he wrapped his arms around her and tugged her against him. That action caused a landslide of emotion to tumble through her—the simple act of being held tightly, securely. Those strong arms wrapped around her, holding her close. The smell of his spicy cologne and him, so delicious and comforting. In desperation, she wrapped her hands around his hard, lean waist and buried her face in his shirt.


    He smoothed her hair, gently ran his big hands up and down her back. His voice was deep and low and soothed her soul. “It’s all right,” he said. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. We’ll try again. Anything you want. Don’t cry.” His words made her cry more, because they were so gentle, so kind, his sudden display of affection both shocking and humbling her.


    He was rubbing her arms, up and down, a gesture of comfort she found was having a too-comforting effect. His touch wrung all the tension from her muscles. The heat from his big body melted her. Her fingers itched to untuck his shirt and run her hands all over his bare chest.


    “I have one question,” he said.


    “What is it?” she asked. Her body felt boneless, her throat suddenly dry, blood whooshing in her ears. Either she was having a heart attack or she was very, very turned on. Or both.


    “Why are you wearing my bathrobe?”


    Oh, dammit. Busted. At least the embarrassment made her thoughts veer back into safer territory. “I—spilled vinegar on my shirt and it was hanging on your kitchen chair.” That was the truth. She omitted the fact that she’d inhaled it repeatedly and probably would have slept in it if he hadn’t shown up.


    His full, beautiful lips curved up in a smile. “It looks better on you anyway.”


    His hands stopped moving on her arms. He stood there looking at her, his grin slowly fading.


    There went that whoosh-whooshing of her blood pounding through her temples, her pulse points, the heat from his gaze spreading through her, settling in her core.


    “It might look even better off,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. Oh God. Did she say that?


    His brows shot up in surprise. The smile returned, this time predatory. A gleam flashed in his eyes. Then he bent his head and kissed her. Just a graze of her lips, soft and featherlight, but it made her lose her breath, her balance. Her sense.


    He steadied her. Pulled back, holding her by the shoulders and tracing her cheek with his thumb. “I need you to tell me what you want. Perhaps this isn’t a good time.”


    She couldn’t let him leave. She wanted him more than air, needed him too badly. But to say that?


    His thumb slipped down and traced her lower lip. “Let me make you feel better. I know how.”


    Of course he did, and every cell in her body knew it.


    His other hand wrapped around her neck, tangled in her hair. Slowly, he drew her in to him. Tugged on her lower lip, tasted it. Teased it. She gasped. The surprising tenderness of his touch, the slow, careful moves, had her trembling beneath his touch.


    “Is this what you want?”


    Oh, of course it was. Emotions collided inside her, some attached to warnings, but her absolute need for him pushed all her doubts away.


    “Say the word and I’ll leave. But say it now.”


    His voice was soft, tender, yet demanding at the same time.


    “Yes.”


    One word was all it took for him to seal her lips with his. He possessed her mouth with relentless kisses and thorough strokes of his clever tongue, making the slow steady simmer building within her go up in flames.


    Suddenly their bodies were flush, and she could feel the raw, uncontrolled heat of him searing her through his thin robe. His hard thickness pressed against her belly, against the throbbing pulse between her legs. His mouth was on her, oh God, his wonderful, soft lips kissing her, possessing her mouth, his tongue tangling with hers.


    She forgot everything—her sadness, her disappointment, her name. All were smoke and ashes scorched by the absolute hunger between them.


    He slid his hand down her back and cupped her ass, positioning her over his raging erection. She ground her hips against him until he emitted a deep, low growl, which pleased her greatly. She felt his smile against her lips as he scooped her up and carried her into her bedroom.


    “Make love to me,” she whispered.


    “I will,” he said, tossing her lightly onto the bed and shrugging off his suit jacket. “But only if you give me back my robe. I’m quite possessive of my clothing.”

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Somewhere in the back of his brain, Grant knew that this was not the best way to have sex with someone. When they’d likely had too much wine and were upset over important life events.


    But his relief on learning she was okay was palpable. And seeing her upset was killing him. In fact, it had unleashed a fierce urge to calm her, make her laugh. Make love to her.


    Maybe a gentleman would have backed down. Realized the folly.


    But he was no gentleman.


    It certainly hadn’t hurt that she’d wrapped herself around him like a pretzel and hadn’t hesitated to stick her tongue in his mouth and kiss him like neither of them would live past the next hour.


    He yanked off his tie, unbuttoned his shirt, and unzipped his pants, tossing everything to the floor, leaving on only his boxers. He was breathing hard, his pulse pounding at his temples, knocking on the door of his brain like it was his last chance to get some sense.


    He forced himself to pause. “Liz. I…don’t want to take advantage.” For some reason, it was important to him that she wanted him for him, not simply to dull her pain.


    She leveled him a glance. A wary, jaded one. “You don’t want me?” she asked.


    Oh hell. More than anything. “Of course I want you,” he growled. “I’ve wanted you from the first second I saw you. I’ve never stopped wanting you, from that last night in Africa.”


    He joined her on the bed. Gathered her to him, kissed her knuckles one by one.


    She didn’t say anything, but he knew from the devastated look in her eyes what she was thinking. This whole baby thing was important to her in ways he couldn’t even fathom. All he knew was he hated seeing her like this. “I’m sorry it didn’t work, but you don’t give up easily. And neither do I. I’ll do whatever you need me to do.”


    She nodded and swept his hair off his forehead. Her fingers brushed his temple, a small, tender gesture that gutted him.


    “Know something else,” he said. “Whether or not you can have children has no bearing on your worth as a woman. Maybe your ex made you feel like it did, but that’s his problem.” He flipped the collar of her robe aside and kissed her neck gently. “You’re unbelievably gorgeous,” he said. “Stunning, in fact.” He trailed light kisses down her neck, gingerly opening half her robe, and sweet Jesus, there was nothing under that robe but her sweet, beautiful body. He continued telling her exactly what he thought of her in a low, soft voice. Telling her she was beautiful, how much he wanted her. Seducing her, yes. But more—comforting her, wanting her to smile and let go of the pain. “Everything’s going to turn out all right,” he said. “You’ll see.”


    At last, he feasted his eyes on her, half uncovered before him: a long, toned leg, the curve of her hip, her breast. “Spectacular,” he said, then tossed the other side of her robe aside. What he saw made his breath hitch. She was perfect. Miles of creamy skin and gorgeous curves. But so much more than that, too, things he couldn’t—or didn’t dare—put into words. “Dear God,” he managed.


    She reached for him, nodding softly as if to say yes. Now. Please. Her soft hands traveled to his shoulders, pulling him closer, then along his back, running up and down the planes of his muscle. She tugged on the waistband of his briefs, resting her hot hands on his ass, and all of it felt so damn good. In one swoop, he slid off the briefs and rolled on top of her.


    He kissed her, and everything, all his thoughts and worries, faded away. Her lips were soft and seeking, and suddenly hungry, their kisses urgent and deep. He dipped into the sweet taste of her over and over, unable to get enough.


    He needed her over and above any comfort he could give her, wanted her with a primal need that surpassed anything he’d ever felt before.


    He touched her beautiful breast, cupping it in his hand. Fingering her nipple, rubbing it until it grew taut. Lowering his lips and taking it in his mouth, he laved it over and over with his tongue until she arched against him. He loved the way she responded to him, running her hands all over him, dragging her fingers through his hair, murmuring with soft noises of pleasure.


    “I want you,” he said, his voice suddenly sounding hoarse and throaty. “God, I want you so badly.”


    “I want you, too,” she said, grabbing his cock, wrapping her fingers around him and rubbing up and down his length.


    He burned for her. There’d been no one else since her, and now he understood why. He burned for no one else like this. Ever. Not even close.


    “Condom. In my wallet. Other room,” he said, and moved to go, but she tightened her grip on his arm.


    “There’s no need,” she said. “If you’re okay with that.”


    He looked at her oddly.


    “I mean, my chances of getting pregnant are practically nonexistent. And we’ve both been tested for everything—”


    He nodded his okay. He understood the odds were closing in on her, that at this point, a pregnancy was highly unlikely without another insemination procedure or in vitro.


    After all, what was the worst that could happen?


    …


    Liz stilled as Grant splayed his big hand over her stomach, slid it down onto her lower abdomen. Past her curls, invading her wet throbbing flesh, pushing her legs apart until she was vulnerable and exposed. She forced herself to meet his gaze and what she saw there brought hot tears to her eyes, for she saw an exposed tenderness there she’d never seen before.


    His glance said trust me, and in the midst of her feverish desperation, she did. He slipped his fingers inside her, making her cry out, and continued his sensual torment, as hot waves of pleasure spiraled out and spread everywhere. They tore through her belly, her limbs, turning her limp and weightless even as her body arched and writhed under his touch, traitorously begging for more.


    He stroked her with his thumb and put his mouth on her breast, working his magic with his tongue. She lay there spread out before him, vulnerable, exposed. Feverishly, she moved her head from side to side as he moved above her, playing and tormenting. She was aware of his honed, hard body, perfectly muscled, his cock proud and large. A beautiful, beautiful man. Who’d come back for her at her lowest moment. Who hadn’t abandoned her. And God help her, in that moment she needed him like air.


    He whispered endearments in her ear, kissed her mouth, stroked her until she could bear it no longer, taking in her cries as she let go, shaking and trembling and crying out his name.


    He kissed away her cries as she guided him into her body, taking in his length as he pushed inside her, stretching her, invading her, filling her.


    “Are you all right?” he asked.


    “Better,” she said, smiling. “Now that you’re here.” She tried not to think beyond now. Or read into the way he was looking at her. Like he knew what was going on deep within her, from the inside out. As if down to her bones, down to her deepest, darkest feelings, he understood her.


    She wrapped her hands around the powerful muscles of his arms, so smooth and yet so hard, as he possessed her completely.


    “Make love to me, Grant,” she said, lifting her hips and wrapping her legs around him. “I’m so glad you’re here with me.”


    He smiled broadly, looking every bit the handsome devil he was, possessing her completely, setting a familiar rhythm that began building until every muscle tightened, every nerve was on the verge of splitting.


    “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be than here with you, Elizabeth,” he whispered, his voice hoarse and urgent. He drove into her deeply, until they both shattered and came apart together.


    They held on to each other a long time afterward, the only sound the soft humming of the air conditioner as it clicked on and off. As Liz inhaled the clean male scent of him, felt the heat of his body surround her, she had no words to describe the feelings that washed over her, replacing her pain and disappointment. She refused to think words like connection, trust, contentment. She simply took what he gave her, until a minute later she fell fast asleep in his arms.


    …


    It didn’t surprise Liz when Grant showed up at her office at exactly five p.m. two weeks later on a Friday in late June in a black convertible BMW with the top down. What did surprise her was that she was standing there—on time—waiting for him.


    “Not a second tardy,” he said, as she stepped into the car and tossed her briefcase in the back. He was wearing aviators and smiling a broad, white, movie-star smile. Hot guy, hot car. Lucky her. “How’d that happen?”


    “I wouldn’t miss our first official date for anything,” she said, buckling in for the ride. “And I made sure no one scheduled me after four thirty.” Actually, Paula had asked her to see one of her patients, but she’d held strong.


    She leaned over and kissed him, which he seemed to like a lot, judging by the way he kept sneaking more kisses. “I can tell you’ve missed me,” he said, smiling a slightly cocky grin that made her heart flip.


    “Mm-hmm,” she said. “It’s been a while,” Like, nine hours. For the past two weeks, they’d spent nearly every night together making love, talking, or just cuddling. And every morning before work. Who knew that Grant Wilbanks, big, strong, burly man-of-the-world, was a cuddler?


    He’d warned her that he was taking her somewhere this weekend and to be prepared. She’d been on call last weekend but now was completely free, and she didn’t want to waste a second more of time.


    “You know, we could go back to my place,” she said. They’d been staying there, since Dottie’s kitchen was being repainted after the ceiling repairs from the leaky roof. Grant had hired out the work, spending much of his time finishing up his documentary.


    “Oh no,” he said. “This is a very important date. We’re actually leaving town.” He’d even dropped Gizmo off with her sister for the weekend, so she knew that whatever he had planned, it was something special.


    A car horn honked from behind them, so he finally released her and started driving. “Where are we going?” she asked.


    “You’ll see,” he said. “Did you have lunch?”


    “Actually, I worked through lunch so I could get done early.”


    “I figured as much.” He reached below the seat and pulled out an insulated lunch bag. “I packed you a snack.”


    “You…what?” He was a man of surprising contrasts. Powerful and impenetrable on the outside, with muscles made of rock and a penchant for danger, but on the inside, a heart made of molten lava cake. Comfortable on the world stage, yet just as at home sitting at Dottie’s old kitchen table, pouring over the world news, coffee in his hand. Shirtless, of course. And he was surprisingly domestic. A man like that would make a good father.


    Oh God, had she just thought that?


    He’d told her yet again how he wasn’t cut out for domestic life, as though he were warning her to not get attached. Yet together they worked in the garden, sipped wine on the porch, visited with the neighbors and townspeople. One night they’d even lit a fire in the old fireplace and made love in front of it. It was a little warm for June but so romantic, like so many things about him. Yet no matter how wonderful he was, how hot and gorgeous and kind, he was not the type of man to hang around Buckleberry Bend for long. And she’d better remember that or she’d be headed for heartache.


    Too late, a voice whispered. Way too late.


    She opened the container and pulled out grapes, some kind of fancy cheese, cut up in cubes, gourmet crackers, and…a juice box of all things. As she popped a grape in her mouth, she snuck a glance at him, inexorably touched. Then she held a grape up to his lips and watched as he wrapped his lips around it. Was eating a grape sexy? Absolutely, when he did it.


    “Thank you,” she said, digging into the cheese “That was sweet.” She paused. “Does our date involve fooling around time?”


    “Would you like it to involve fooling around time?” He was smiling broadly now, causing her panties to practically melt in place. Oh, that smile. Along with a sculpted, toned body she loved to touch. Everywhere.


    “Isn’t that the whole purpose of a date?” she asked, looking perplexed.


    “Elizabeth, darling, we’ve been fooling around constantly for the past two weeks. May I remind you that sometimes dates do have another purpose.”


    She pretended to yawn. “Boring,” she said, smiling, and offered him another grape.


    They pulled up an hour later in front of a large aluminum warehouse. Grant got out of the car, opened her door, and together they walked up to a battered-looking door, where he hit the buzzer.


    “This is creeping me out a little,” she said, looking around. The warehouse looked like a massive army bunker, curved on top, and there wasn’t much else around for what seemed like miles.


    “Hello, Mr. Wilbanks, sir.” A tall, thin middle-aged man with bright-red hair wearing an expensive suit and an exotic designer tie greeted them and ushered them in to a massive collection of furniture that stretched for infinity on all sides.


    Liz couldn’t help but notice the sir. Apparently, this was no ordinary furniture store, if that was what this was. Would he actually bring her furniture shopping instead of fooling around? What was the deal here?


    Grant ignored her frown and pulled a piece of graph paper out of a file folder. “Liz, this is Eric, who is awesome. Eric decorated a few of my friends’ places in DC but his main warehouse is here in North Carolina.”


    “Where a lot of great American furniture is made,” Eric said with a smile. “How can I help you?”


    Grant handed the paper to Eric. “The room is drawn to scale, with the windows and fireplace included. I’d say she needs two couches, two comfortable chairs, a coffee table, and some end tables,” he said. “And some paintings for the walls, but that’s just my guess. Also, she’s using a mattress on the floor for her bed.” He turned to Liz. “Get a bedroom set, too, okay?”


    She rolled her eyes. Who was this man? This ruggedly handsome world-class reporter, as much a man’s man as Hemingway, who cooked, fixed roofs, planted gardens, fixed stuff…and decorated? Some of the many hidden talents in the amazing Grant Wilbanks package. Which, she had to admit, she liked way too much. Except maybe now, when he was being a little bit bossy.


    “What’s your style?” Eric said.


    “I like modern,” she said before Grant could say anything. Like that she had no style. She preferred to think of it more as unexpressed.


    “Modern, eh?” Grant asked, a brow raised.


    “Well, I think so. My parents’ home is very traditional. I’d like something different.”


    “Consistent with your trailblazer personality,” Grant said, his mouth quirking up in a smile.


    Liz poked him in the ribs. But she couldn’t help smiling. “I’m not a trailblazer.”


    “Yes, you are,” he said quietly. “When you want something, you go after it.”


    “That makes me sound pushy,” she said.


    He was staring at her, his eyes such a pure, perfect blue. Like cornflowers blooming in bunches by the side of the country roads in July. “Not pushy. Admirable. You don’t hide what you want. No pretense, all honesty.”


    The compliment made her blush. She’d never been able to hide her feelings for him, that was for sure. She knew that kind of thinking might end her up in big trouble. But as much as she tried to tell herself to hold back, she could not.


    “Come with me,” Eric said.


    She learned two things over the course of the next hour. One, Eric was indeed awesome and did know his furniture. Unfortunately, she also learned that Grant had the attention span of a flea. Either that or he was bored out of his mind. Probably both, because the more sofas and chairs they looked at, the more he began to wander, lying on couches, playing with recliners, watching TVs.


    At least she was making a serious effort to learn about what furniture would fit in her house. But Grant seemed determined to sabotage her concentration, grabbing her ass on the way to the bedroom displays when Eric wasn’t looking.


    Liz speared Grant with a look.


    He rolled his eyes. “Please, darling, don’t deny me. That’s the most fun I’ve had all day.”


    “You brought me here,” she said, covering her backside in case he tried to do it again. “So behave.”


    After looking at what seemed like the millionth couch, she caught his attention. “What about this one?” she asked, pointing to a blue and yellow plaid country-style couch with ruffles. “This is cute.”


    “Certainly modern,” Grant said. “For 1984.”


    She frowned. “Don’t tell me you like this one,” she said, looking at a bright-orange contemporary piece with metal legs that was shaped sort of like a peanut.


    “Ha-ha, very funny.”


    Eric found a velvety gray couch that looked pretty normal and felt like sitting on a cloud. He was explaining something about the anti-stain qualities and the durability when Grant began nuzzling her neck. “Let’s check out the mattresses,” he whispered, waggling his eyebrows.


    “Shhh,” she said, stepping away from him so she could give Eric her attention.


    “Grant, come sit on this couch,” she called, patting the seat of a leather sofa she was trying out. He was off looking at an abstract sculpture that looked like the inside of a lava lamp.


    “I like it,” he said, walking over. “No ruffles, no big prints, just simple.”


    “I’ll take one of these,” she told Eric.


    “Two,” Grant said. She’ll take two.”


    “My goodness, you are bossy,” she said.


    “You’ll be glad when you can fit your entire family in your living room at one time.” He looked at Eric. “Am I right?”


    “He’s right,” Eric said. “You can’t go wrong with two couches in that space.”


    “Fine. Two. I’ll take two.”


    “Hurry up and finish. I’m eager for the next part of our date.” He massaged her neck lightly from behind as they walked into the easy chair section.


    “That better be the fooling around part,” she said darkly. She’d never seen him like this—playful, joking around, and best of all, as eager as she was to be together.


    That made her heart squeeze a little painfully. It seemed from the way he shot her those hot bedroom looks and kept touching her and all his playful joking that he wanted her as much as she wanted him. While that made her practically tremble with joy, it also scared the shit out of her.


    Liz picked out two new easy chairs and a coffee table Grant liked because it reminded him of the craftsman style of the woodwork in her house. And because Eric said it matched the other stuff. She let him talk her into two paintings by a local North Carolina artist. Then at last they were done.


    While Eric started the paperwork, Liz found Grant sitting at a very modern, sleekly curved glass desk.


    “You probably don’t have much need of that in your profession, do you?” she asked. “I don’t think I’ve seen you sit down for more than a minute since I met you.”


    “Actually, I’ve always wanted a desk like this.” He ran his hand over the cut surface of the glass. “L-shaped, plenty of room, and I can stand or sit as I wish.”


    She sat down across from him. He was sort of caressing it. “You really like this.”


    “I always fancied myself a writer,” he said. “Until a professor I had in college told me not to bother.”


    “That sounds cruel.”


    He swiveled the chair around. “He also told me I’d never amount to much. I’ve spent the past ten years attempting to prove him wrong.”


    “Well, I’d say you certainly did. So maybe now it’s time to prove his other comment wrong?”


    “You mean about me becoming a writer?” He laughed. “I do think of it often. I’ve considered writing something political based on what I’ve seen in the field. A book would be an excellent platform for some of the injustices I’ve seen, and it would reach more people than a news story.”


    “Grant,” she said, half sitting on the desk and leaning over until she was quite close. She rubbed circles on the surface the polished glass. “This desk is calling your name.”


    “Except I haven’t a home to put it in, sweetheart. Perhaps another time.”


    That made her a little sad. She almost offered to bring the desk to her house. She’d be happy to make use of it in the little library and let him use it when he returned from trips. Except she caught herself before she said anything. Already she’d fallen so easily into acting like they were in a real relationship. Offering to do something a normal couple might do, but she feared saying it out loud would almost certainly frighten him off.


    Liz had already decided to live one day at a time with him. He was a wonderful, loving, kind, hot and sexy man…but she understood he was damaged, too. Unable or unwilling to commit for reasons he’d never offered to discuss, but that she understood stemmed from what had happened to him as a boy. Plus, he was right: he had no permanent home.


    “You could keep it at my place,” she said. Oh hell. She shouldn’t have said that. Restraint had never really been part of her repertoire.


    He looked up. For a flash, she saw something in his eyes—vulnerability, maybe? Or some hurt, some old wound. What was so deep he couldn’t even discuss?


    “Thanks for the offer,” he said a little stiffly. “I’ll take it under advisement.”


    Just then, Eric came back with her paperwork. “Where do I sign?” she asked.


    Eric glanced uncomfortably from Grant to Liz. “Sign here for delivery but the rest—it’s been taken care of,” he said.


    “What he means is I took care of it,” Grant said. He winked at Eric. “Don’t want you to lose your head on my account, mate.” Then he turned to Liz. “Please sign for your delivery, and I promise we can argue about this as soon as we’re outside of Eric’s hearing range.”


    Liz signed, but only for Eric’s sake. As soon as they got in the parking lot, she turned to Grant. “That’s not acceptable,” Liz said. “You know it’s not.”


    “Why can’t I simply want to do something for you? I have enough money to buy the whole damn furniture store.”


    Liz rolled her eyes. “Thanks, Anderson Cooper, but it’s not the money. It’s—” How could she explain it? It was bad enough she’d spent an hour and a half picking out furniture with a man she wasn’t even sure she could call her boyfriend. Every piece would remind her of him forever, whether he remained in her life or not. And she wasn’t sure how she felt about that, either.


    They were in the middle of the parking lot, a few feet away from his car. “Do you know why I have no furniture?” she asked.


    “Because you don’t have any time to pick some out?”


    “Yes, that’s true, but the real reason is I didn’t keep anything from my marriage. I wanted a fresh start.”


    “I’d say you’re getting a very nice fresh start, then. All brand-new things.”


    “It’s not about brand new things, Grant. I didn’t keep anything from my marriage because I caught my husband in bed with his girlfriend. In our bed. When I left, I left everything. The house, the furniture, the wedding gifts. And all the little things I’d bought to make our house a home.”


    He strode over and pulled her with one tug against his big body, wrapped his arms around her. That swift, brief act made her emotions well up in a way that talking about her past didn’t at all.


    “I’m sorry,” he said, his hands massaging her back. “My only intention in bringing you here was to do something nice for you. I hate to see you live like that, in a place that doesn’t even resemble a home.”


    “I love that you took me shopping. What you did for me was really sweet, but don’t you see? If you pay for this, it becomes our furniture. And I don’t even know if there is an us. I need to pay for my own stuff.” Sooner or later, they had to talk about this. It wasn’t in her nature to sidestep elephants in the room.


    “Fine, Elizabeth, pay for it,” he said, holding up his hands. “There, problem solved.”


    “You’re angry,” she said.


    He shrugged. “You don’t ever let people do anything for you, do you? I just want you to trust me enough to let me give you something. Let me do this for you.”


    That melted her down to the marrow in ways she could not even dare to say. She’d sworn to be independent, to never depend on anyone, especially not a man. He was asking a lot of her. He was asking for her trust. After all they’d been through, it would take a leap to give him that.


    He caught up to her and pinned her against the car door, leaning over her, his hands on either side of her head. Okay, she had to admit he knew how to convince a girl. “Will you trust me, Elizabeth?”


    He was so near she could see the intensity he always carried in those blue, blue eyes. It felt as though he could see through her, into all her flaws and hopes and dreams, stripping her naked with one glance. “Okay,” she finally said, her voice coming out in a tangled whisper.


    “Finally,” he said, his mouth quirking up in a smile. He reached over and kissed her, deeply and thoroughly, until she felt she might slide down the side of the car and dissolve into a boneless heap in the middle of this parking lot in the middle of nowhere, never to be found again.


    “One more thing,” he said. “I am your boyfriend, dammit.” She felt him smile against her neck as he planted kisses there. “And when I’m through with you, you won’t have any doubts.”

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Grant pulled up to an enormous gray and white shingled beach house shortly after sunset and awakened Liz, who’d been asleep for most the drive, proving that furniture shopping was utterly draining.


    It was also utterly frustrating, including the part where he could very well have made love to her in the middle of the damn parking lot if Eric and a few of his employees hadn’t left the building for the night and found them making out against his car like a couple of teenagers.


    After an hour in the car with her asleep the entire way, it was all he could think about. Making love to her. Ah, but if he were honest with himself, there was more. He wanted to whisk her away from that town and her work and her sadness, and prove to her she didn’t have to go this alone. Show her that there was more to life than the job she hid behind. Prove to her that she had someone to count on.


    That’s called being in a relationship, a voice from within whispered.


    For the first time in his life, she made him want to try. Not in the half-assed way he’d attempted in Africa, but really try.


    For the first time, someone needed him. He wanted to be there for her. For as long as he could be.


    In a way, it was a good thing she wasn’t pregnant. It had given them another chance together. There was no way he could ever imagine himself being a father, but perhaps he could try to be there for her as a boyfriend, even though he was well aware duty would soon come knocking at his door.


    He watched her sleep and his heart swelled with a tenderness he’d never known. Or perhaps he had at one time, long ago with his parents. A feeling he hadn’t wanted to feel again, that he’d managed to push out of his life entirely until she’d walked into it and destroyed all his best plans. “We’re here,” he said softly, nudging her awake.


    “Here” turned out to be a fabulous secluded waterfront property in the town of Duck on the Outer Banks that belonged to a friend of his. He walked her up a steep flight of stairs to the main level of the house, which was on the top floor, and took her directly out to the front deck overlooking the ocean.


    “This view is breathtaking,” she said. The water stretched out before them, the last light of the sun fading to a pure, deep blue on the horizon.


    “It certainly is,” he said. But he was looking at her. “And the beach is private.”


    Below them, on the sand, a table was set with a white cloth and dishes covered with silver lids. Candles flickered in the semidarkness, and torches were lit around the table setting. “Our dinner awaits,” he said, sweeping his arm out before them.


    “You did this…for me?” Liz asked.


    He turned her to face him. Tucked a windblown strand of hair behind her ear, as the breeze from the ocean was steady here. “I wanted you to have a weekend where you truly got away from everything. Where you can relax.” He cleared his throat. “And be with me.”


    He tossed her a tentative look. He wasn’t one to emote much, especially to women, who he made certain always knew exactly what the score was: sex and nothing else. But with her it was different. It had always been different.


    Her eyes got a bit teary, but perhaps it was the wind. Then she hugged him. More like threw her whole body at him, wrapped herself around him and kissed him. “Oh, Grant.” Her eyes sparkled in the twilight, and she looked happy, which pleased him. He would never get tired of looking at her face, holding her like this in his arms, because he couldn’t seem to stop wanting her every waking moment.


    She pulled back and looked over the patio railing. “Are we alone here?”


    “For the rest of the weekend. The servers left us a magnificent menu of food for our stay, too. I think you’ll be pleased.”


    Her eyes grew wide. “Servers?”


    He shrugged. Perhaps he’d gone a bit over the top. “I didn’t want us to have to worry about anything.”


    “Grant.” Her hand was soft on his arm, and it made him tug his gaze back to hers.


    “Thank you for doing all this for me. It’s…wonderful. But there’s only one thing I want…and it’s not food.”


    “Oh.” Relief coursed through him. Her words touched him deeply, not just her honest thanks, but the fact that she wanted him as much as he wanted her. On impulse, she grabbed hold of his belt loops and drew him closer. She unbuckled his belt and he helped her slide it off. Before he knew what she was doing, she’d tugged down his pants and knelt before him, slowly tracing the outline of his erection with her fingers.


    “Darling,” he barely managed to say, placing his hands on her shoulders. “I’ve brought you here for your own pleasure. Not mine.”


    “This is my pleasure.” She pulled down his boxers, too, so that he was standing there on the porch, the ocean breeze blowing on his bare ass.


    “Perhaps we should go inside?”


    “Says the man who was willing to do it in the mattress section of Furnitureland.”


    He laughed, but that didn’t prevent him from getting his ass off the porch. He’d barely struggled the few steps inside when her mouth was on his cock, enveloping it, sucking on it, rubbing it. It felt so damn good he threw his head back and groaned out loud.


    For once in his bloody life, someone was doing something for him. Not just for the sex, but out of…affection. Out of love.


    He knew it for what it was.


    Suddenly he wanted to give her more, needed to fill her and possess her and make her his. These feelings shocked the hell out of him at the same time he knew deep within himself that he’d never felt like this for any woman. “Liz,” he said, biting back another groan. “I don’t want to come this way. I want to be inside you.”


    He pulled her up until she was standing, then scooped her up and carried her farther into the house. She was kissing him, running her hands over his chest, his nipples, his back, torturing him with her touch. He made it as far as the living room, setting her down on the plush carpet, where he helped unzip and slide down her dress.


    She lay there on the rug, her dark hair surrounding her beautiful, flushed face, breathing a little heavily, just like he was. He ran his hands over her breasts, stroked her nipples until they grew hard, suckled them and kissed away her soft cries. Ran his hands along the smooth curve of her back, over her fine ass, reveling in her intoxicating softness. She tried to reach for him but he put her off, trailing his hands down her stomach and tracing the top line of her panties with his finger, teasing back and forth.


    He leaned over and kissed her deeply, at the same time sliding his fingers under the tiny scrap of silk. Dipping his finger into her satiny wetness. Playing with her until her limbs tightened and she arched into him.


    “Elizabeth.” Words failed him. Beautiful seemed utterly inadequate. He swooped off the panties and placed his mouth on her.


    She bucked in surprise, but he steadied her with his hand, laving her intimate folds, sucking and teasing and tormenting until she writhed and whimpered under his touch. He slid a finger into her, then another, feeling her intimate muscles clench around him.


    “I want you inside me,” she said, panting.


    “After you come,” he said.


    “No. Now.”


    He twined his fingers around hers above her head, stretched out his body over hers, and drove into her in an act of pure possession. The honesty in her eyes shattered him. In that moment, Grant knew. He knew he had met his match, the one woman who could possess him entirely, who could send him careening out of control—even though he’d thought to possess her, be in control of her. To be in control of himself.


    That was all a myth and it had all gone to hell in one brutal, crashing moment.


    He held her, and stretched and filled her, and came apart with her, crashing hard and fast, until they both collapsed together in a tangle of limbs.


    Afterward they lay there, listening to the lull of the tide as the waves crashed in and out, the ocean breeze stirring through the open doors. They watched as thousands of stars came out overhead.


    He didn’t have the words to tell her what she meant to him. Something big had shifted, he knew, and he had no idea how to deal with what it was.


    They didn’t move for a long time. At last, she kissed him on the forehead. “When you promise a fooling-around date, you mean it, don’t you?”


    He looked up at her and smiled, then tucked her into his side, where she rested her head, splaying her fingers on his chest.


    “I aim to please, Elizabeth,” he said, stroking her hair, kissing the top of her head. “And so you know, the fooling around part has only just begun.”


    “Oh, that’s a relief, seeing as how I’m still so unsatisfied.”


    He took that as a challenge.


    And he never felt happier in his life.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    On a warm Friday night in mid-July, Liz waited at a table in a new Mexican restaurant in town for her sisters and mother to show up. It had been three weeks since Grant and her getaway weekend. Three weeks where it seemed everything had changed.


    She felt that for the first time, they were a real couple. They had coffee together every morning, shared their days over dinner, and made love into the night. They watched news commentary shows and binge-watched her favorite Netflix historical series. They’d gone together to the pet store to make official tags and buy a cute collar for Gizmo.


    Grant still hadn’t been called back into the field, but his documentary was nearly finished and his imminent departure hung over them like a rain cloud in an otherwise perfect sky. She didn’t know what was going to happen, but they’d come so far she felt certain they had a future together. She was that confident.


    Tonight, the time had come. She was going to be honest and tell her mom and sisters about Grant. And about how she was so, so happy. About how she was in love with him.


    Grant had encouraged her to come clean and confide in her family, and she was finally ready to.


    She pressed her hand over her heart. She’d never felt this way before, not even in Nairobi. They still had a lot to figure out but they would do it, because she knew he felt the same way she did. She saw it in his eyes, felt it in the way he touched her.


    Finally, finally, things were going her way, and she couldn’t wait to share that with her family. There was just one small worry. She was a few days late for her period. Just a few. Like four. Not even a worry, really, she told herself, except that in general, she was regular as clockwork. So far she’d managed to put it out of her mind. But it kept popping up again, tugging at her mind, like a leak in a hose when you try to kink one end off.


    She knew the odds were great that she wasn’t pregnant, that the fertility drug she’d taken before her procedure had probably just put her cycle off a bit.


    Being pregnant would be damn near impossible. The great irony hit her. As much as she wanted a baby, as much as she wanted to be pregnant, she wanted it with him—as a real father, not one in name only. Even as she thought it, she knew he wasn’t ready. Hell, they couldn’t even manage to discuss how they were going to handle their relationship once he left.


    It had been one thing when he was an anonymous donor, ready to jump ship any day and never return. So much had changed since then. Surely a baby wouldn’t come now and upset this precarious balance.


    She looked up and saw her mother waving, the first to arrive. Her mom kissed her and sat down. They were on an outdoor patio strung with multicolored lights. A mariachi band played in the corner. The sun was setting on a perfect summer evening.


    “Where are your sisters?” her mother asked, looking around the crowd.


    “Maddie got tied up at work, but she’s picking Cat up now.”


    “Well, good. That gives us a few minutes to talk.” The waiter came by and asked if they wanted margaritas.


    Her mom ordered a pomegranate one. Liz asked for a virgin one, ignoring her mother’s raised brow. Her mother reached out her hand and placed it lightly over her daughter’s. “Sweetheart, I can’t help feeling you look…different.”


    Oh God. If her mother told her she was glowing she would just lose it. There was no such thing as a pregnancy glow. Was there?


    Liz held out her arms. “I’ve actually been outdoors a lot more. I got some sun from being at the beach a few weeks ago and we’ve been riding bikes on the bike paths. And Grant’s been making me work in that damn garden of his.”


    “It’s not the tan.” Her mother was giving her that look, the kind that said don’t even try to hide anything from me, because I will find out. “You look…happy.”


    Liz laughed. “I am happy, Mom. Really happy. I haven’t been for a long time.” She teared up and, embarrassed, swiped quickly at her eyes.


    “You love him?” her mother asked.


    She nodded.


    “Have you told him that?” she asked.


    “We haven’t talked about the future. In fact, I’d say we’re doing a great job avoiding it.” And what if there was a baby, what if she was pregnant…no. She wasn’t going there. Couldn’t go there.


    “I see.” There was a lot in those two little words that only a mother could put in. And only a daughter could interpret. Worry, concern, skepticism. Maybe some optimism, Liz couldn’t tell that one for sure.


    “Mom, I know you think he’s not the type to settle down, but I think he can be. He loves to fix things around the house and work in the garden, and he cooks…” And he’s kind to animals. And to me. And he’s the sexiest man I’ve ever laid eyes on.


    Oh God, she was in trouble.


    She couldn’t seem to stop spilling her guts to her mom. “He’s never lived in one place for any amount of time. His parents died tragically when he was young.”


    “Yes, everyone remembers Grant’s parents. Plus, he has a very demanding and dangerous job. When’s he going back?”


    “Any day now. Look, Mom, I never knew what love was with Parker. We’d known each other so long, and I think both of us just sort of…settled. I don’t feel that way with Grant.”


    “You’re about the only one who hasn’t forgiven yourself for your divorce. The rest of us don’t even think about it anymore. I’m glad you found someone who makes you feel the way a good man should make a woman feel, sweetheart.”


    “I can talk to him about anything. He understands what it’s like to have a demanding job, but he also understands that when you work hard, you have to play hard, too. He’s opened up my life to all kinds of possibilities.” Like new furniture. And taking time to enjoy life. The vegetarian thing…well, she’d have to work on that.


    “I believe you’ve learned a lot since Parker, and I agree with you, Grant seems to be a different kind of man. I just don’t want to see you hurt again, honey.”


    “How did you know things were right with Dad?”


    She sighed. “I didn’t. It was a complete leap of faith.”


    “What do you mean? You two really love each other. I mean, it’s what we all want, the kind of love you and Dad have.”


    “It’s hard earned. Elizabeth, I’ve never told you this, but maybe I should have a long time ago. I was pregnant when we got married.”


    “But Derrick wasn’t born until…wait. There was another baby?”


    “I miscarried. I never said anything because…I don’t know. I never wanted to revisit that pain. And when you were growing up, I didn’t want to open that can of worms that we’d married in haste, and make you kids wonder if it was for the wrong reasons. We always tried to be a good example, your father and I. But now maybe you need to hear that things are never perfect.


    “The point is, marriage is a leap of faith. We leap through all our scars and wounds and fears and inadequacies to take an incredible journey with another person. Sustained by love and luck and lots of prayers.”


    Liz was speechless. So her mom and dad didn’t always have it so together?


    “The point is, there’s no such thing as perfect,” her mom said.


    “Thanks for sharing that with me,” Liz finally said, squeezing her hand. She’d needed to hear that even a great marriage like her parents’ took a lot of work. But would Grant ever be able to take a similar risk?


    She didn’t have much more time to think about it, because her sisters arrived and soon they were all chatting and talking and eating.


    “The rug came in for the nursery and we hung all the stuff on the walls,” Maddie said. “And, Mom, I think I got all the layette items, but I wondered if you’d come out shopping with me one more time.”


    “What’s been going on with you, Liz?” Cat asked after a while. “Work getting any better?”


    “Paula’s still giving Brett and me a hard time. But I’ve taken a little more time off and I feel better.”


    “Well, you look amazing,” Cat said.


    “I bought some furniture. And the tomatoes we’ve grown in Dottie’s garden are this big.” She formed her thumb and forefinger into the shape of an O.


    “Oh my God,” Maddie said. “Who are you, and where have you put our sister?”


    Despite all the fun and chatter, Liz found she was still obsessing about her period. So when she went to the bathroom with her sisters, she debated mentioning it. But every time she thought she could, she hesitated. She knew they’d keep anything she told them quiet, but she was a little terrified to tell them. And also terrified not to.


    “Is something wrong?” Cat asked.


    “What makes you say that?” Liz asked, looking at her sisters in the mirror as she washed her hands.


    “Because you’re either very chatty or very quiet tonight. Why don’t you just have out with it?” Maddie said over the noise of the hand dryer.


    “My period’s a few days late. It’s probably nothing. I didn’t want to say anything in front of Mom.”


    Cat stopped washing her hands. Maddie waited until the dryer shut off.


    “I haven’t said much lately, but you both know I’d love to have a baby. I even thought for a while I could do it on my own. But with my endometriosis, it probably isn’t even possible to get pregnant the natural way.”


    “But is it—is it a possibility, Liz?” Cat asked.


    “Yes, but I’ve been checked. I’ve had tests. My doctors said it would be very difficult to conceive naturally.”


    “No, what I mean is, you have been using birth control, haven’t you?” Cat asked.


    Oh, how to answer that. That was a complicated question with an even more complicated answer.


    “Oh, Liz,” Maddie said.


    Liz blushed. Nothing like being an OB doctor chastised by your siblings.


    “Maybe you surprised all the experts,” Cat said kind of cheerily. “I can drive you home, and on the way we can stop by the pharmacy for a pregnancy test.”


    “How do you think Grant’s going to take this?” Maddie asked.


    “I’m probably just a little late. I don’t want to jump to conclusions yet.” But Liz’s stomach churned sickly. Grant would be a wonderful parent, she had no doubt. But he’d said numerous times he wasn’t cut out for that. It was one thing agreeing to be a sperm donor, but it was a whole other thing to be someone’s father.


    …


    Liz walked into her house later that night to find Grant showered and shaving, Gizmo at his feet looking up at him adoringly. The cool, mentholated scent of his shaving cream soothed her roiling stomach and her jangled nerves. Plus, he looked really hot.


    “I love it when hot guys shave in my bathroom.” Not just any hot guy. Her hot guy. What could be better? She kissed him on his bare back, because the front of him was clearly preoccupied, and sat down on the toilet to watch him. Her dog immediately came over and nudged his cool nose into her hand until she loved him up, too.


    “Hi,” Grant said, rinsing off his shaver and flashing her a shaving cream-surrounded smile. “How was dinner with the girls?”


    “Fun. I’m glad I went.”


    “Nick, Preston, and Derrick are picking me up in a few.”


    “Oh, why’s that?” she asked, pleased that the guys liked Grant and thought to include him in some activity. Except it was Friday night. Oh God. She knew what that meant, and it wasn’t good.


    “Well, we figured if you women could have ladies’ night, we could have a guys’ version.”


    “Grant, don’t go,” she said immediately.


    He wiped his face with a towel and looked at her like she was crazy. “Why would I not go?”


    “It’s a test. They’re going to get you drunk.”


    He laughed. “Look at me.” He waved an arm over himself. “Do I look like the kind of man intimidated by alcohol? I can hold my own.”


    Yes, yes, he was perfect, sculpted, strong. The best eye candy ever, but that was beside the point. She knew her brother and brothers-in-law. “I’m sure you can, but—”


    He frowned. “Why would they be testing me?”


    “It’s a right of initiation.”


    “Into what, a cult?”


    She laughed. “Into their inner circle. You’ve been hanging around a lot and they’re going to see if—if you’re worthy.”


    Grant laughed. “Oh, so I’m drinking for your honor. I see.”


    “Just have some sense, okay?”


    He grabbed her and kissed her, then looked her up and down. “As far as you’re concerned, I don’t seem to have much of that. You drive me crazy.”


    Her heart skittered as she got caught up in his embrace, his big arms wrapping around her. “In a good way, I hope.”


    “A very good way. In fact, I could skip going out. We could hang out…do stuff.” His words were innocent, but his eyes flashed with a hunger that sent her pulse skittering.


    “I might have a few minutes right now,” she said. “If you’re interested, that is.”


    “Oh, I’m interested.” He pulled her against him and squeezed her ass. Nuzzled his now-smooth face against her neck and planted kisses there. She was just pulling him into the bedroom when the doorbell rang.


    “We’ll continue this later,” he said. “I know you’ll be quite lonesome without me.”


    She brushed a wayward lock of hair off his forehead. “Have fun and don’t worry about me. I’ve got plenty to do.” Like take a pregnancy test. Oh God.


    Liz greeted the guys at the door while Grant finished dressing and tried to give them the same warning, but of course it fell on deaf ears.


    “We’ll take good care of him,” Nick said. “Don’t worry, Doc.”


    “Worry, Doc,” Preston said with a wink.


    “Bye, sis. Don’t wait up for us,” Derrick said. Grant ran down the stairs, grabbed her by the shoulders and planted a firm kiss on her lips, then ran out the door.


    As Liz stood there with Giz and watched him walk down the gravel drive with the guys, her heart twisted. Everything was going so perfectly, so much so that she ached all over with a happiness she thought she’d never experience.


    In their weeks together, Grant had loosened up. He laughed, joked around, and was playful and funny in ways she’d never seen in him before. Her family liked him. A lot. Things were falling into place in ways she would never have imagined possible.


    As she watched him pile into a car and give her a last wave, she couldn’t help thinking that a man like him didn’t suddenly change from a jet-setting, world-class reporter to one who’d spend his time sipping iced tea in a rocking chair on a big old southern front porch. Her life didn’t ever operate on a happiness principle for very long. Part of her believed it was all too good to be true.


    When was she going to wake up and discover it was all a dream?

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    She was pregnant.


    The little blue plus sign stood out starkly against the white background of the test stick. Liz sat on the lid of her toilet, studying not one but two plus signs. Two tests. The scientist in her could not be rebuffed.


    She was pregnant, against all odds.


    Well, of course she was. Because that was how life was, always throwing you for a loop when you least expected it.


    She should have known better than to take such a chance…but she’d thought there was no chance. And she’d wanted—still wanted—a baby so badly. She just hoped that Grant wanted it, too. Not just for her, but for them.


    So much had changed since Grant had come into her life just a short while ago. She’d gone from distrusting and determined to raise a child by herself to being…in love. Completely in love. Her heart was bursting with it. The bitterness and sadness she’d carried around for so long that she’d thought she’d never shake it had lightened. She had a garden. Furniture. Food in her fridge. She’d even come to tolerate seeing Grant’s sliced turkey breast and even the occasional hunk of gross red meat on the shelves. She’d become a whole new person.


    They hadn’t talked about the future, even though the undercurrent of his leaving any day now was as hard to ignore as a zit in the dead-center of your face. You could only pretend it wasn’t there for so long.


    And the L word? They sure as hell never brought that up.


    Yet despite everything, she felt that he loved her. In his touch, his kiss, all the little kindnesses he showed her in a million different ways. But would that be enough? She thought of that train station in Nairobi, dark, deserted as the night wore on, foreign. He’d been too afraid of having a relationship to show. What on earth would he be like now when that relationship included a baby?


    Liz slid the tests into the trash can and rested her cheek against the surface of the marble countertop, letting the coolness sink in against her heated cheek. She had no answers, but there was no avoiding the discussion now.


    …


    At two a.m. Liz was awakened by a noise coming from her front porch. One glance to Grant’s side of the bed confirmed he wasn’t there. She heard another sound. A trip, a stumble.


    She threw back the covers and ran down the stairs. A flick of the porch light confirmed the worst. Grant stood outside the door, struggling to insert the key. She opened the door and waved off the Uber driver.


    “Bloody hell,” he mumbled. “This is worse than threading a damn needle.” His shirt was half untucked, his hair a bit unkempt. He straightened up when he saw her and smiled a silly, lopsided smile. “Hi there, gorgeous,” he said. “You look stunning.”


    She was wearing an old gray T-shirt and some pajama boxers. Her hair was sticking up. Gorgeous. Right. “You are so drunk,” she said, shaking her head a little.


    “I don’t get drunk, I get intoxicated. And I’m not intoxicated. You’re too sober.”


    He snickered. She rolled her eyes. “Did you have a nice time?”


    “I had several pints with your brothers. Your brother-in-laws. Brothers. In. Law,” he enunciated. “They’re nice mates. They really like me.” He started up the stairs and she followed, for safety reasons.


    “Oh, and why’s that?” she asked, reaching out to push him forward so he’d keep his balance on the stairs. He reeked of alcohol and the scent of fried food. Ugh.


    “We played darts and billiards. And I won at billiards, see?” He pulled a wad of cash out of his jeans pocket and turned around.


    “Take it,” he said, pushing it into her hand. “I won it for you. For you honor.”


    How could she not be touched by that, even if it was drunk talk? At the top of the stairs, she put an arm around his waist. He slung his arm around her shoulder as she steered him back to the bedroom.


    “I really like you, Liz.”


    She laughed. “I really like you, too. Get on the bed and I’ll help you get your jeans off.”


    He dropped onto the bed, chuckling like that was the funniest thing he’d done all night. “Do you want to fool around now?” he asked.


    She dropped his pants on the floor and raised a brow. “You look really tired. How about tomorrow?”


    “When I’m not intoxicated?”


    “Yes. When you’re not intoxicated.”


    “Good night, Grant,” she said, leaning over and kissing him on the cheek.


    He gave her a sweet, innocent look that just slayed her. “Good night, Elizabeth,” he said, but before she could go, he grabbed her hand, causing her to perch on the edge of the bed.


    He cupped her cheek with his hand. “I have to tell you something,” he whispered.


    “What is it?” she whispered back, pretty amused. But also a little caught off guard.


    “Put your head down so I can tell you.”


    She leaned close to hear. He slid an arm around her back and whispered in her ear, “I more than like you, Elizabeth. I do believe I love you.”


    Liz froze. Blood rushed to her face. Her throat suddenly got a little clotted up, and she had to clear it so she could speak. By the time she sat up to answer, his eyes had drifted shut, his breathing becoming steady and even. Liz pulled the sheet and blanket over him and kissed his forehead. He was already snoring.


    As she turned out the light, she held a hand over her heart, which was so full it seemed to squeeze and swell and spill over. She took one last look at the big, gorgeous man in her bed. She hoped he would be there forever. And most important of all, she sure hoped to God he would remember what he’d said in the morning.


    …


    Liz was relieved to find Grant up and showered bright and early the next day. He was sitting at the new kitchen table in a T-shirt and jeans, alternatively reading the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal, checking online news blogs, and drinking coffee, as he did every morning.


    She gathered her courage, reminded herself of how fabulous the last few weeks had been, of how well they got along, and of his words, drunken or not, last night. That gave her the final push she needed.


    She sat down next to him, waited until he looked up, then grabbed up his hands with hers. “Grant, I have something to tell you. Something amazing. I found out last night and I could hardly wait till morning to tell you. I’m pregnant.” Maybe she should’ve waited until he had his coffee, allowed the certain hangover he must have to dissipate, or at least let the Advil kick in. But how could she? This was the news of her life. She couldn’t wait to share it with him.


    She scanned his face carefully, looking expectantly for signs her news had sunk in.


    He blinked. Gave her a measured stare. She had no idea what he was thinking or if her words had actually registered. Her stomach careened like a listing boat. Yep, she definitely should’ve waited until his coffee kicked in.


    Nausea welled up, she wasn’t sure if it was from nerves or the terrible sense of foreboding that was taking her over.


    Oh, it’s okay, she reassured herself. They’d shared so much. He knew how badly she’d wanted to become pregnant. Surely, he would be happy. It was just taking him a moment to adjust to her momentous news.


    Pregnant at last. It was thrilling!


    Smiling a little, he blew out a measured sigh. “Wow. Well. Congratulations, Liz. This is what you’ve been waiting for.” His words sounded calculated, steady and even. She didn’t hear any excitement in his voice. He didn’t jump up and grab her hands and pull her to him, tell her how much he loved her. How much he loved and wanted their baby—and a life with her. Also, he’d called her Liz. Not Elizabeth.


    “I know,” she said. “I’m so excited.” But her enthusiasm had dimmed. He was still sitting there, staring at her, not blinking. Frankly, he looked shell-shocked. “I was hoping you’d be excited, too.”


    “I’m thrilled for you. I really am.”


    For you. Not for us.


    “I was so excited I even invited my family over tomorrow to see the new furniture and have a picnic. I thought we’d tell them the news, together. I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said, about not keeping any secrets.” She was rambling on, but there was still not much reaction from across the table. He looked…distant. Not thrilled.


    Oh shit.


    She adjusted her chair to face him directly and looked him in the eye. No matter what happens, you have to do this, she told herself. This time she could not—would not—let him leave without having said everything that was on her mind, come what may.


    “I know this started out as a means to an end, but it’s obvious my feelings have changed. I—love you.”


    She closed her eyes for a second. There, she’d said it. It had taken every last nerve. It had cost everything she had. After her divorce, she’d vowed never to say it first to another man. Then she’d met him, and she’d said it anyway and he’d left her, too. Now here she was, putting herself out there again. And if he pissed away what they had, she swore she’d…uproot his tomato plants. She’d wring his gorgeous British neck. She’d just told him she was going to have a baby. It was fricking amazing news.


    “We get along so well, and you make me…you make me feel things I haven’t felt in such a long time. These past few weeks have been…wonderful.”


    Can we see signs of life here? The man had been in more war zones than some soldiers. Yet he was acting…oh God. He was acting just as he had when they’d planned to meet at the train station that night.


    Too quiet. Subdued. Like he was going to bolt.


    Slowly, he picked up her hand. Examined it, as if he was buying time to form his response.


    “Grant, what’s wrong?” Out with it already.


    “Liz, my boss called this morning.” His voice was soft and low, like he was doing his best to break it to her gently.


    Right. You never knew when the pregnant lady would get hysterical.


    “He wants me to go to DC for briefings, then ship out as soon as I can get a flight. I’ll be going back, to near the border.”


    “But—you said they were going to keep you away from the border after your problems with the Kenyan government. You said they were going to send you to Somalia. The border is where those journalists were killed last week, wasn’t it?”


    “I’m sure I’ll have protection,” he said. “Everything is escalating there. They need the story covered.” He paused. “Don’t worry. My network is always careful with its reporters. I’ll be well taken care of.”


    She understood that he had to go back, but to the middle of a war zone where terrorists were killing journalists?


    Her heart pitched forward, like a drop down a vertical roller coaster run. One look at his face told her he was trying to brush this off, make it sound routine, but not quite believing it himself.


    Oh shit, she should have thought more before she suddenly went and blabbed everything. He was worried. She’d picked a horrible time to tell him.


    “Don’t go,” she said, grabbing onto his leg. Nice one. Very dignified. The words had jumped from her throat of their own accord. “It’s too dangerous.”


    He lifted his head. Something in his eyes sparked. Defiance, maybe? No one told Grant Wilbanks what to do. No story was too dangerous, no destination too remote.


    “I’ve covered dangerous stories before, Liz. This is my opportunity to get this conflict on the map. Allow people to see the humanitarian crisis firsthand.”


    “I see.” She’d like to tell him she understood, but she didn’t. Plus, he had yet to say anything significant about her news. Their baby.


    “Liz,” he said, a pained expression in his eyes. He held her hands, but she knew in her gut it wasn’t to celebrate but rather to keep breaking whatever it was he had to say gently. She pulled her hands away. Let him get on with it, for God’s sake. “They want me there at least six months. It’s not the kind of job for a man who has a family back home.”


    “Are you saying…” Her voice trailed off. He was preoccupied with life and death. They were sending him somewhere dangerous. But could he possibly be rejecting her? Their child?


    If he was, he’d damn well have to say it in his own words.


    “What exactly are you saying, Grant?”


    “I-I don’t know. I’m thrilled for you, really I am. I care for you very much. But if you’re looking for someone who can settle down and live here with you in this town, that’s not me. It never was me.”


    “If there was no baby…were you going to tell me the same thing?”


    He reached for her hands again, but she moved them off the table. “You’re asking me if we could do a long-distance relationship. Perhaps we could. But a child needs someone steady and constant. I don’t want to be a father like my father was to me—popping in and out of my childhood at random, then off risking his life and losing it.


    “I…think it’s better to continue on with your original plan. Raise your child without any interference.”


    “Interference?” Two month ago, yes, that was what she’d wanted. Before she’d fallen in love with him all over again. “Everything you’re saying…all your talk about going off to save the world, how dangerous your job is—it’s all excuses. The truth is, you’re more frightened of being a husband or father than going into a godforsaken war zone.”


    “I never told you anything but the truth,” he said. “I never wanted a serious involvement.”


    “Silly me. And here I thought loving me was enough to change that. But I see it’s not. I’m just sorry I believed you were actually capable of it.” She pushed back her chair. It screeched against the ancient linoleum. “Good thing you’re leaving. You’re right. It’s far better for me to raise a child by myself anyway. It’s what I’ve wanted all along.”


    Which was a lie.


    She couldn’t believe he was rejecting her. She was alone just like the night she spent in that dead quiet train station in Nairobi. Except now he was also rejecting their child.


    …


    A baby. She was going to have his baby. How was that even possible after all she’d gone through? How could it have happened the normal way?


    It was different when he’d donated a sample in a test tube. When he’d been doing her a favor out of compassion.


    This was an entirely other kind of game. He wasn’t able to give her what she really wanted—someone to stay with her and love her and raise a child with her.


    A child. Their child.


    Panic welled up within him. He’d been a loner his entire life. He’d taken risks that no one else would take because it all mattered very little to him. No one, except for Dottie, had loved him, or cared about what really happened to him.


    He had no fucking idea how to be the man she needed him to be.


    Besides, this next assignment—it was dangerous in a way that made him uncomfortable. How could he make promises to anyone when things were this risky? He thought of himself as a child, waiting expectantly for his parents to return. But they never did.


    It would have to be as it was in their initial agreement. He’d given her what she wanted, and she’d been okay with doing things on her own. Making love to her and getting his feelings entangled…that was a mistake. One that was not too late to rectify. It could go back to how it was before. A woman like her, so independent and headstrong, who had carried through with a plan that would enable her to raise a baby entirely on her own…she’d come to see that was still the best way.


    Plus, he had a job. Obligations. She’d understand that. He could no sooner ask her to give up her job as she could his.


    He made the mistake of looking into her eyes. And the moment that he did, all his words lodged in his throat. Like a clog of too-dry pancakes. He saw the pain, the hurt he’d caused her, and he had to look away.


    “I made a mistake,” he said. “I never wanted to leave anyone behind. Get feelings tangled up in all this.”


    She started to cry.


    “I’m sorry,” was all he could say, and got up and left the room.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Grant had never seen so many recognizable faces at the annual press club dinner, which took place a few days after he’d arrived back in DC, in a swanky hotel downtown. He’d spent the last few days in meetings and being briefed for his new assignment.


    The event was the Academy Awards of the press world, and he was being honored with an award for his work in Kenya, the reason he was here just a few hours before his flight left for overseas.


    But as the dinner was served and the speeches went on and on, Grant realized one thing. He didn’t give a rat’s ass about the award. He kept looking around for…something. Once he saw a woman with long, dark hair wearing hoop earrings toss her head and turn around…and he thought it was her. Out of the corner of his eye, he believed he’d seen her several times, even though the very thought that she would be here was insane.


    He wanted Liz to be sitting right at his side. To share his award. To meet his colleagues. To laugh at absurd people. To share in his world. He’d made that impossible by letting her believe everything between them came down to nothing but a sperm sample. Not long ago, he might’ve been able to accept that. But she’d changed the way he thought about…everything.


    Now he felt like shit. Couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep. Kept seeing her stricken face after he told her he couldn’t afford to be tied down. A loud, booming voice sounded behind him, pulling him from his thoughts and causing him to turn around.


    “How are you, son? Congratulations on the award.”


    Vance Walker. The best damn professor he’d ever had, and his nemesis. His father’s nemesis. Also the man who once told him he’d never amount to anything.


    Vance had been an A-list colleague of his father’s in his own right and at one time they were best friends. But Vance had turned into a harsh critic. The two men had a falling out and never spoke again.


    Grant had met him at NYU where he taught for years in the school of journalism. He was the most dynamic and esteemed professor there, and of course Grant had tried to please him but had never been able to. Grant had always felt that Vance took out his frustrations about his father on him.


    He was taller than he remembered, befitting of his legendary status in the world of journalism. Still lean and fit. His hair had turned white, though, and he had more wrinkles on his face, which on a man like him served only to make him more powerful and interesting looking.


    Vance offered his hand. “Where are you stationed these days? Haven’t seen you on the news recently.”


    Grant took his hand, more out of politeness than any true desire to shake it. In his opinion, the man had been too much of a pain in the ass to warrant a genuine handshake.


    “I’m shipping out tomorrow to Somalia,” Grant said. “To cover the refugee crisis there.”


    “Is that right? Those fools have got you doing that, eh?”


    “The news still needs covered, Vance,” Grant said drily. “Regardless of the danger.”


    “There’s a difference between covering the news and sending lambs to slaughter,” he said. “You remind me a lot of your father.”


    Grant raised his brows. This should be interesting. “How’s that?”


    “Bold. Not giving a shit about the danger. It’s what got your parents killed, you know.”


    “It’s easy to pick on the dead. They can’t fight back.”


    “Hear me out, son.” Vance rested a hand on his shoulder. It was everything Grant could do not to step aside and let the hand fall.


    “You’re misunderstanding me,” Vance said.


    “I don’t think I misunderstood years ago when you called me a slacker and an underachiever. I’ve spent most of the past ten years of my career trying to prove you wrong.”


    “And you’ve achieved the highest rank a television journalist can. Your face is known around the world, and your reputation for excellent journalism precedes you everywhere you go.”


    Grant suppressed rolling his eyes. Great to hear, but it all came ten years too late.


    “I admit, I had some major disagreements with your father, and maybe I was harder on you because of it. But if I called you a slacker, it was because you were wasting your talents. It was my way of shaking you, waking you up. You were one of the most talented writers I’ve ever seen.”


    Grant’s intake of breath was audible. He couldn’t help it. Writer?


    “You told me I’d never amount to anything. That I’d never be the great journalist my father was. You told me my papers sucked.”


    “That’s because you showed up hungover every Monday and flirted with all the girls instead of paying attention in class.”


    “My whole life has been about applying myself, trying to get myself to the same caliber as my father.”


    “You’ve surpassed your father, Grant. Just be careful you don’t piss all your hard work away.”


    Grant frowned. “What are you talking about?”


    “Your father was a lot like you—driven. But he wanted one thing. Success. He would’ve done anything to get a Pulitzer, including bring his wife into a war zone for the sake of a story. Except that time he didn’t get out.”


    “You’re calling my father foolhardy.”


    “I’m saying your father started out wanting to do what was right, but fame and fortune did things to him. At some point, it became about the prizes and the accolades, not the stories. It’s what got him killed. I know what they’re trying to do to you, Grant. Don’t let them offer you up as a human sacrifice for their ratings. There’s bravado and then there’s craziness. Know the difference.”


    “Why should I believe you? You weren’t even on speaking terms with my father when he died.”


    “I loved your father. Even though we had our disagreements, I don’t believe they would’ve been permanent if he hadn’t died. That’s something I’ll regret for the rest of my life. Maybe that’s why I feel obligated to try and save his only son.”


    Grant’s head was spinning. He had a million questions. He didn’t know whether to trust him or not.


    Vance finally dropped his hand from his shoulder. “Think about what I said. I’d like to sit down with you some time and have a real discussion about your dad, share some photos. When you’re ready.”


    Ready? His whole life he’d been begging to know more about his father.


    “He’d be proud of you. We all are. I’m sorry that I misguided you all those years ago. I didn’t want you to waste all your spectacular talent.”


    Vance turned away. Grant seemed to have lost the ability to form words. “Hey, Vance,” he said.


    Vance swiveled around, one brow lifted.


    “I-I’d like that. To come sit and talk with you.”


    Vance smiled a wide, white smile. “Then Godspeed,” he said, giving a little salute before he turned back and disappeared into the crowd.


    Grant was so lost in thought he was a little startled by another pat on his back. “You ready to board that plane?”


    It was Pierce. “Bright and early, boss.”


    “You’re a good kid, Wilbanks,” Pierce said, balancing a drink in one hand. “Bet you’re eager to get back to some real reporting, eh? Out of Podunkville for good.” He looked him up and down with a sharp gaze that missed little. “Nervous about shipping out?”


    “A little, yeah,” Grant admitted. Immediately he regretted it. Pierce was not one for sympathy and it was always a mistake to admit weakness. Some part of Grant couldn’t stop hoping for the kind of relationship Pierce had with his father—warm, affectionate, mentoring.


    He was a sick bastard to see Pierce as a father replacement, and he knew it.


    As if to prove it, Pierce laughed.


    What the fuck?


    “Be safe,” Pierce said, slapping him on the back. “And just remember, if you’re having any reservations, there are ten more young bucks behind you waiting for the opportunity.”


    Pierce chuckled again and left in search of other company. But Grant didn’t think his words were funny at all.


    …


    If Liz could handle med school, she could handle making a fruit salad, regardless of her inadequate kitchen skills. She’d invited her family over to finally see her place and to tell them the good news…and she was still going to follow through with the plan. All the food was bought, and, besides, what else was she going to do if she didn’t have them over besides ugly cry all day?


    She was the queen of using busy to shut out her problems. Even though tomorrow and every day after loomed like a big black hole threatening to suck her right through it, she refused to think ahead. She would somehow focus on getting through today.


    She needed her family. And it was about time she told them that. Except within the first five minutes, she sliced her finger cutting pineapple and by the time she realized it, she’d bled all over half of it and had to toss most of it out. Then she burned the bottoms of the chocolate chip cookies that she’d baked from scratch because her mind was wandering instead of paying attention to the timer. Wandering to a certain tall, good-looking Brit who’d turned her life upside down in a mere matter of weeks. Already she missed him doing what he always did—making coffee first thing every morning and handing her the first cup, watching him as he sat at the kitchen table, intently scanning all the online news outlets as they ate breakfast together.


    Waking up without him was unbearable, not that she’d managed to sleep much anyway. She missed the way he pulled her into his big, warm body every morning and held her, nuzzled her neck, told her good morning, making her laugh with his teasing—well, she felt it all acutely.


    Liz couldn’t help wondering that if it weren’t for the pregnancy, would he have tried to work things out? Would he have suggested a long-distance relationship? A child had made his decision all or nothing.


    And he’d chosen nothing.


    Maybe she’d asked too much of him too quickly. Maybe she’d imagined a side of him that he was capable of becoming that he couldn’t even see himself. She’d done that with Parker, hoped he was more than he was, thought that he could change. That experience alone should have taught her that you can’t change people. They have to change themselves. Especially Grant, who’d been so adamant from the beginning. So determined not to love. Even in her anger and sadness, her heart ached for him.


    She should never have let down her guard. She’d vowed never to trust a man again and look what had happened.


    A baby. That’s what had happened. She would never, ever regret that. Funny how a few short weeks ago she’d been fine with raising a child on her own. Now the thought broke her heart.


    The reality of ruined fruit salad and burned cookies in front of her had Liz rushing to clean up the mess in her kitchen. At least it was impossible to ruin chicken strips marinating in salad dressing. Wasn’t it?


    She made sure she watered Dottie’s flowers and the plants that were sprouting up in her garden. New, fragile growth. It had once reminded her of her relationship with Grant. But now it was just sad. He wouldn’t even be here to see the blooms.


    Even though she kept having to stop and wipe her leaky eyes, she managed to set the table on the porch and put drinks in a cooler and she even put some fresh flowers she’d bought at the store in a little jar in the middle of her kitchen table.


    Her family showed up right at six, her sisters and mom and Jenna walking in first, chatting and laughing like it was any ordinary day. But, oh, it wasn’t. How would she ever be able to pretend to everyone that it was?


    “Wow,” Maddie said, looking around at the new furniture. “This is amazing.”


    “Adorable, Liz,” Cat said. “Your place is simply adorable.”


    “I love it,” Jenna said. “Well done.”


    “I always knew you had it in you,” her mother said, lightly fingering the daisies on the table. “It truly looks like a home.”


    “It was Grant,” Liz said. Bad mistake. Saying his name made her tear up again, and she bit her bottom lip hard to try and stop. “He made me go shopping. He helped me pick everything out. And he got me to slow down some to enjoy it.”


    She tried to use the anger deep within to help her keep it together. He didn’t want me. He didn’t want his own baby. But try as she might, Liz couldn’t paint him as an ogre. He was just…damaged. Too damaged to accept love. And that broke her heart even more.


    “Honey, what’s wrong?” her mom asked, coming to her side.


    Grief and heartache combined to make Liz feel like crap, causing her to lean on one of her brand-new armchairs.


    “Are you okay?” Maddie asked. “You look a little green around the gills.”


    “I’m pregnant. But it’s too early to even be sick. I’m just…heartsick.”


    Her mom and sisters stared. Jenna gasped. Her mom, always the voice of reason, recovered first. “Why don’t you sit down properly in that chair? Cat, will you bring some water?”


    “I’m fine,” Liz said. “Grant left. He’s gone back to Africa. For good.”


    “Hey,” Nick said, picking that exact time to walk in the back door carrying a plate covered with little charred, blackened lumps. A heavy burned scent filled the air.


    Liz smacked herself in the head. “Oh no. I forgot I put those on the grill.” Big surprise there, judging from the rest of this shit day.


    Nick’s mouth turned up in a little smile. “The grill started smoking like crazy and we found this in there. I think it used to be chicken.”


    “Liz is pregnant,” Maddie said.


    “Oh,” Preston said, choosing that moment to walk in behind Nick. He glanced first at Liz and then at the three women surrounding her, then lifted a hand in surrender. “Okay, um, bad timing. I’ll—I’ll just be out back. With the guys. We’ll take care of the food.”


    “No wait,” Liz said. “I want the guys to hear this, too.”


    “Hear what?” Derrick asked, coming in through the back door with her dad.


    “Liz is pregnant. But Grant left for overseas,” her mom said.


    “Are you sure he’s not coming back?” Maddie asked. “The man seemed head over heels for you. It’s hard to believe he’s gone for good.”


    “And if he has, he’d better look out,” Derrick said, crossing his arms. “Because there are four big guys right here who don’t take abandonment lightly, especially when there’s a child involved. We will track him down.”


    “He got called back on a big assignment,” Liz said. “A dangerous one. I think he felt a tremendous amount of pressure to go.”


    Judging by the scowls on their faces, none of the guys looked like they were exactly buying that.


    Before Liz could stop herself, the words came tumbling out. “I went through—a procedure—intrauterine insemination—earlier this summer because I learned my endometriosis is getting worse and I was afraid I’d never get a chance to conceive. He agreed to be my sperm donor because I was nervous about using sperm from a stranger, someone I’d never seen before. I wanted someone who wouldn’t want to be involved, and he was the perfect person. I didn’t want to put my fate in the hands of a man again, I wanted to control my own destiny, and I knew he was only here for a short time. But after that, things got complicated and I-I fell in love with him anyway.”


    “Wait—you got pregnant with in vitro or something?” Nick asked.


    “He gave me some sperm—in a test tube,” she said, trying to ignore the somewhat shocked look on her dad’s face. “But the insemination procedure didn’t work. Then things happened and…somehow I got pregnant the normal way.”


    The room was deadly quiet until Cat spoke. “It’s what you always wanted,” she said. “Congratulations.”


    Liz shot her sister a grateful look. She’d never loved her sister more.


    “A man like Grant might have a difficult time adjusting to the idea of a baby,” her mother said.


    “Why? Because he travels the world, he loves danger, he’s famous?” Preston asked.


    “No,” her mother said. “Because he’s afraid.”


    Her father snorted. “I don’t care if he’s afraid, as long as he does the right thing.”


    “Yeah, he needs to man up,” Derrick said.


    “As I recall, you might have had the same initial reaction, Henry,” Rosalyn said. “And it might have taken you a little while to do the right thing.”


    “Did I miss something here?” Maddie asked.


    “Ask Mom later,” Liz whispered. Her parents’ marriage just kept getting more interesting.


    “Maybe the thought of a child is overwhelming at first,” Henry said. “But a man’s got to face up to the truth, Rosalyn. If he loves her, he’ll do what’s right.”


    “I can’t change Grant’s mind,” Liz said, “but I wanted you all to know what was going on. No matter what, I’m so, so thrilled about the…baby.” Saying that word for the first time did something to her. Made her breath catch. Made her heart turn to melted chocolate on the inside. It sounded so real.


    “I’m sorry I haven’t been honest with you. It was just that you were all so…happy. When I found out I might never be able to have a baby, I felt…desperate. But I’m really excited and I hope you all will support me.”


    Her father walked over and put an arm around her. “Liz, sweetheart, I’ve always been proud of you. And that doesn’t stop now.”


    “Just think, our kids will all grow up together,” Cat said.


    “Yep,” said Jenna. “We’ll all be close by.”


    “And we can babysit for one another,” Maddie said.


    Her big lug of a brother and her brothers-in-law even hugged her.


    Her mother stroked her hair, making her feel sort of like she was ten again, but it felt great…to be loved. Somehow, she knew she’d survive this.


    “At least we have fruit salad,” Preston said.


    “Um, about that.” Liz lifted up her bandaged finger. “I don’t think it’s such a great idea to eat the fruit salad.”


    “Well then,” Nick said, holding up his cell. “Pizza or Chinese, people?”


    …


    Grant was shaking a little as he finally set foot on the ugly gray carpeting at JFK Airport. He’d never been so happy to see American soil after two weeks. Thank Jesus.


    Tears sprung to his eyes. He was safe and in one piece, and all he wanted was one thing. To go home to the woman he loved.


    If she’d have him.


    He’d flown as instructed to Somalia, but what Vance had said about the network sending lambs to slaughter had been right. It was a setup for disaster, a ploy to bring the network ratings with little true news to be reported. So he’d gone against orders, taken his crew to Kenya, back to reporting in one of the refugee camps there. He’d gotten some terrific footage and did numerous interviews exposing government corruption that were sure to cause a political uproar and bring about change, but on the way back they’d been detained crossing the border.


    He’d been stuck in a hotel room for a week with no passport and no phone while the officials checked all his film and photos. Destroyed a lot of his footage and equipment.


    He got his passport back, but not his phone or his film. But he did have his life, and the life of his crew, for which he was most grateful.


    After it was all over, Pierce had been furious and had insisted he report as planned to Somalia. Grant told him to shove it.


    All he could think of was what a fool he’d been to think he could walk away from Liz and their child. He didn’t give a rat’s ass about a Pulitzer or losing his life for ratings.


    Maybe he had no skills for being a good husband or father, but he was going to fucking learn. She could give him the courage to try. Because it was too late to go back to his old life, his old ways. Liz was already seared on his body and in his soul, and there was no going back. If only she’d forgive him.


    As he walked through the airport to catch his final flight, something made him stop in his tracks. The same newsstand shop he’d stopped at months ago. A whole lineup of smiling teddy bears, half pink, half blue, arranged in a pyramidal display, stared at him with big round eyes.


    His legs suddenly grew roots as he became fixated on the bears. A memory struck him, from what seemed like so long ago, of the frazzled mother with the baby and the toddler begging for a bear. Those little kids had been an annoyance, an obstacle in his way of making his flight.


    Hadn’t they?


    He thought differently now.


    In his mind’s eye, he envisioned a little girl who might have long, dark hair and big brown eyes with long lashes like her mother. A little girl who wanted a pink bear and who might get a tad bit whiny asking for it. Who might perhaps puff out her lower lip exactly as her mother did when she got stubborn.


    Something about that image was so clear, so…real. It stabbed him straight in his gut.


    He wouldn’t blame Liz for not wanting him back.


    He’d acted like an ass, but not because he hadn’t cared. Because he hadn’t believed in himself.


    His entire life was driving onward, to the next village, the next country, the next breaking news. Chasing the story kept his own demons at bay. Well, they’d finally caught up with him. And currently they were biting him in the ass.


    He’d gone into war zone after war zone, danger after danger, because he’d felt…expendable. Not worthy of love. Orphaned by his parents, he’d felt perhaps that his mission in life was to be alone, a lone crusader. To continue his father’s legacy.


    Avoiding the pain of entanglements had spared him a lot of suffering. And had shown him that in the end, adventure was a shitty substitute for love. Maybe it was time to find his own legacy, follow his own dreams. And he’d learned those dreams were not his father’s.


    Because in the end, the danger hadn’t mattered. The story hadn’t mattered. The fact that he’d felt terrified to love hadn’t, either. The one thing that did matter was his regret. He’d never told her he loved her and that he loved their baby. If he’d died without her knowing…well, that would have been the great sin. His lack of courage to try.


    Because he did love her, with all his heart. He wanted her, and he wanted their baby. And he’d been such an ass not to see what had been staring him in the face all along.


    “Sir, can I help you?” a woman in a pink smock asked. He realized he’d been standing in front of the display, a pink bear in his hand.


    He snapped to attention and reached for the display. Grabbed a blue bear from the top of the pyramid. “I’ll take these,” he said, handing them over.


    The loudspeaker announced the final boarding call for his flight.


    “You can go ahead of me,” a businessman said, recognition in his eyes. “I’m sure you’re off on an important mission.”


    “Actually, I am,” Grant said, easing in line behind the suited man. “But I’ve got a minute. Please, after you.”


    Yes, he was on an important mission. The most important mission of his life, and he prayed to God he hadn’t already screwed it up.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Liz was doing paperwork in her office early the next morning, decaf tea at her side, when Paula walked in.


    “I’m a little overbooked,” Paula said, scrolling through the texts on her phone. “I asked Carly to move a few of my patients over to you.”


    “Um, that’s not going to work for me today, Paula. I have a doctor’s appointment this morning.”


    “I know, but your doctor’s appointment is right here in the office. Look, just because you’re pregnant doesn’t mean you get time off.”


    “I scheduled this morning off a long time ago.” Liz sat up a little straighter in her seat. She was determined to make some changes in her life, and she might as well start right now. “I’m not taking your overflow today.”


    That got Paula to look up. “Excuse me?”


    “You heard me. You’re not my boss, you’re my partner. I don’t work for you, I work with you. I’ve been thinking I need to slow down a little, to have time to take care of my patients and to have some time for my life. And we could really use a fourth doc.”


    “Don’t even think about slowing down. We need all the revenue we can generate in this small town or our practice won’t survive.”


    Liz frowned. Maybe she would have let a statement like that go a few weeks ago, not because she was a wimp, but because she always put her patients first. She’d always thought of herself as hardworking, the type of person who would do whatever it took to get the job done right, to help people as best she could. But now she saw another way. “Actually, I want to negotiate taking Wednesday afternoons off. And some Friday afternoons, too, especially after call.”


    “This group doesn’t take time off like that.”


    Liz set down her pen. “Then maybe I need to find another group.”


    Panic seized her. What the hell was she doing? In a few months, she would be a single mom. She needed income. She needed to stay in town to be close to her family. This had been her dream. Why was she fucking it up?


    “We’re the only show in town,” Paula said. “What are you going to do, move?” She crossed her arms. The satisfied look on her face indicated she knew she’d won.


    Paula was right, of course. A town this size couldn’t support two OB practices. Never before had Liz understood how important it was not to burn bridges.


    “She’s not leaving town, just the practice,” came a familiar voice at the door. Liz looked up to see Brett standing there. He tossed her a little wink. “And I’m going with her. We’re going to set up our own practice. And hire two more docs. We’re too damn busy.”


    Liz stopped her mouth from dropping open.


    She almost ran across the room and hugged him. Instead, she sat there and beamed. “We even found the perfect building. Dr. McGregor’s office is on the market. It’s old and pretty, and I think we can make it really cheery and homey for moms-to-be.” Said the woman who owned one chair until recently. Well, she’d always been a quick study.


    She had no idea how they were going to do this, but from the smile on Brett’s face, she knew he was on board. Together they’d figure it out.


    It was all part of the new her. Things with Grant hadn’t worked out the way she’d dreamed they would, but she would create a life. A good one. For herself and her child.


    “Cheery and homey?” Paula dropped her phone into her lab jacket. “Whatever. It’s clear you both want a much softer lifestyle than I do.”


    “I love working hard,” Liz said. “I just think there are other things in life besides working.”


    “Funny,” Paula said, “last I heard, your man left. So you should have plenty of free time on your hands.”


    That made Brett push off from the wall and come to stand next to Paula. “That was inappropriate,” he said.


    “It’s okay, Brett,” Liz said. “I got this.” She turned to Paula. “Maybe ‘my man’ is gone, but I have my friends. And my family. And…and my dog. I love taking care of my patients, too. I’ll be more than happy to see them today. Right after I’m done going out to breakfast with my family.” Liz glanced at her watch. “It’s time for my ultrasound and I don’t want to be late. Good-bye, Paula. I wish you the best.” She smiled sweetly, ignoring Paula’s scowl.


    “Well, good luck leading your small-town life,” Paula said. “I can find better opportunities in Charlotte anyway.” Then she stalked out of the room.


    “All righty then,” Brett said when they were alone. “Looks like we’re both out of work.”


    “What made you decide to leave?” Liz asked Brett.


    “I saw you throw yourself under the bus and I just couldn’t stand it.”


    She grinned. “A true friend. Tossing yourself under with me. Why’d you really do it?”


    “I thought about what you said. Work is too hard as it is to have to come here and put up with a confrontational, oppositional partner who isn’t ever going to compromise on anything.”


    She hugged Brett on the way out. “What do you really think of us buying the old McGregor property?” she asked.


    “It’s nice. Big trees in the front, enough exam rooms for sure. It might need some remodeling, though. But yeah. I can sort of see us working there.”


    “We can make it ours,” Liz said. “I’m excited about that.”


    Carly stuck her head in. “Dr. Stevens, Parker and Daphne are here for their appointment,” she said.


    “Thanks, Carly. Bring them back to the exam room, okay?” Brett said. Then he lowered his voice for Liz’s ears only. “You seriously owe me for this.”


    “Yeah, yeah. Just finish up with them and come see my ultrasound, okay? It wouldn’t be the same without you.” She paused. “Would it help if I told you I thought it was a great idea to let Kevin do the decorating in our new place?” Liz asked.


    Brett half scowled, half smiled. “Fine,” he said. “He’d love it. But you don’t have to try and sweeten the deal. I’m all in. See you in a few.”


    Brett left to get something from his office. Liz walked out into the hall to head to the ultrasound room but ran right into Parker and Daphne.


    “We just had an ultrasound,” Parker said. “Everything looked good.”


    “That’s great,” Liz said. “Congratulations.” She meant it.


    Liz said her good-byes and started to walk toward the ultrasound room when she heard her name. It was Parker, calling from down the hallway. She stopped and turned around. “We’re having a boy. I—wanted you to know.”


    Liz looked at her ex. For a flash, she saw him as he was in high school, when she’d first met him. The cute quarterback, boyish, flirty, sweet. How they ever thought that was going to work next to her sarcastic braininess, she couldn’t guess. She’d loved him, but not in the way of true connection that she’d felt with Grant, who challenged her in so many ways. Who made her laugh and seemed to get her in ways she knew Parker never would.


    Either way, she felt different. The heartbreak was gone. Maybe she’d finally forgiven herself.


    “That’s great, Parker. I wish you both the best,” she said.


    “Thanks,” he said, sounding surprisingly sincere, and turned to go. Daphne had already entered the exam room. Liz stopped him with her voice. “But one thing.”


    He turned back. “Sure thing, Liz. What is it?”


    “Be sure and treat her better.”


    He gave the slightest nod. She was certain that was all she would ever get in terms of an apology, but that was all right. She really didn’t need one anymore. “Gotta run,” she said. “Have a good day.”


    …


    “Okay, sweetie, are you ready?” Carly asked, already in her seat, the ultrasound probe in one hand as she adjusted settings on the machine.


    “You bet,” Liz said. Excitement flooded her heart. She was lying down in the dim room, trying to be a good patient. “Anybody show up yet? I think my parents and sisters are coming.”


    “Oh, you’ve got plenty of people showing up, and they’re all waiting outside. Shall I let them in?” She walked toward the door, pausing with her hand on the handle. She opened the door to a gaggle of people.


    Her parents and sisters flooded in. And Derrick and Jenna, and her brothers-in-law, all excitedly talking. Happy to be here. Happy for her.


    “Okay, let’s get this show started,” Carly said.


    Liz greeted everyone. Put one arm behind her head so she could see the screen better. Tried to look as relaxed as possible with so many emotions whirling through her. Carly did a great job, chatting away, preparing everyone for what they were about to see.


    For the first time today, Liz’s excitement was tempered by equal measure of heartache. While she was so grateful for her family being here for her, she couldn’t help but think of Grant. She’d tried to be upbeat and positive—and realistic. She knew she was capable of going this alone. At least, she thought she could with her family rallying at her side. That didn’t stop her outward bravado from momentarily flagging.


    She wanted him here as they saw their baby for the first time, but he hadn’t even bothered to call since he’d been gone. It was truly over, and somehow she’d have to come to grips with that. The sting of tears suddenly burned behind her eyes. Cat somehow must have sensed what she was feeling, because she took her hand and squeezed tightly.


    “We can’t wait to meet the baby,” Cat said, smiling reassuringly, which made Liz feel even more emotional.


    “Oh, I almost forgot,” her mom said, pushing aside family members until she was right next to Liz. “Here.”


    Her mother held out a slightly yellowed business-size envelope. Liz took it and looked at her questioningly.


    “Go ahead. Open it,” her mother said.


    Liz pulled out a solitary square piece of paper. It was an ultrasound image. Dated over thirty years ago.


    “That tiny white speck is the first glimpse we ever saw of you. You turned out to be an extraordinary woman—strong and capable—and you can do anything by yourself. Even this.”


    “Oh, Mom.” She hugged her mom, and the waterworks really let go.


    “We love you, sweetheart,” her father said.


    Derrick cleared his throat. “I hate to break this up, but I’ve got to get to work.”


    “Okay, folks, here we go,” Carly said, getting out the ultrasound gel.


    Just as she started to position the probe, a knock sounded on the door. Loud, determined. “Hey,” a man’s voice called. “Is it okay to come in?”


    Liz frowned. The voice sounded familiar. Like, world-famous-baritone familiar. With a British twist. Impossible.


    “Just a minute,” Carly called.


    Suddenly the door burst open. There in the doorway, in the bright light of the hallway, stood a very flustered, out of breath Grant Wilbanks.


    “Am I too late?” he asked, scanning the room.


    Liz propped herself up on her elbows. Her dad, Derrick, Nick, and Preston all moved a little closer to Grant, blocking him from advancing into the room.


    “Why are you here?” her father asked.


    “I need to talk to Liz,” Grant said. His voice held an edge of urgency. The men formed sort of a wall between her and Grant, but between their heads Liz could see his hair was mussed. Dark circles rimmed his eyes, and he looked thinner and wan. Basically, he looked like shit. That small realization filled her heart with hope.


    From what she could see, the men were all giving Grant the eyeball, but to his credit, he stepped forward until he was directly across from the other men. As he did, she noticed something. In his camera bag, sticking up from one of the pockets, was a little blue stuffed bear.


    “I came to see my family,” Grant said, looking directly at her.


    “We’re her family,” Derrick said. “And you haven’t even bothered to call since you left.”


    “I was thrown in jail,” he said, his gaze never wavering from her face. “I got here as soon as I could.”


    “Let him through,” Liz said, her heart thudding wildly.


    “You sure, Lizzy?” Her father hadn’t called her that since she was six.


    “Yeah. I’m sure, Dad. Please let him through. And, guys, don’t hurt him.”


    Liz struggled to sit up on the curved leather-covered exam table. As Grant pushed his way through the wall of her relatives, he never let his gaze drop from her face. Her pulse hammered wildly inside her ears and her brain clawed frantically at what he’d just said, words like jail and family that made no sense but made her cry. In that moment, she saw it all—everything he was feeling, written plainly on his face. Her heart heard it, before he even said a word.


    He looked desperate, disheveled, sorry. And she forgave him, God, she forgave him everything because he came back, because he was here.


    He took up her hands in his big, long-fingered ones, and they were warm and his grasp was firm and strong and tight. No one’s touch had ever felt so right.


    “All right everyone,” her mother said. “Let’s give them some privacy. C’mon, everybody, out we go into the hall.” She swept her sisters, the big burly guys, and even Carly out with the same ease as if she were sweeping dust out the door. Thank you, Mom.


    “Jail?” Liz said. Had he said he’d been in jail?


    “I’ll explain later.” He waved the topic off. “But first—I screwed up,” Grant said as soon as they were alone, twining his fingers together with hers. “I only know one way of life. I thought it was the life I was destined for. To be on the go, always running. I suppose I’ve been running my whole life, ever since my parents died. You finally made me realize I couldn’t outrun love anymore.”


    “Grant—”


    “Let me finish. My parents seemed only to look for accomplishments, like love is conditional. I was always trying to impress them in some way, as if that would make them love me more. But I know now that real love isn’t like that. It doesn’t depend on accomplishments. It just…is.”


    “Grant, it’s okay. I’m glad you’re here.”


    “Please, let me say what I came to say. I’ve never had a real home, but I want to learn to have one. I want you to be my home. You and our child. If you’ll have me, Elizabeth.” He dropped to one knee. “In the beginning I told myself I came back here just to do my documentary, but the truth is, I’ve never been able to get you out of my mind. I love your wit, your intelligence, your kindness. Your work ethic, too, but only if it includes time for me. I will forever spend every day of my life proving to you how much, if only you’ll do me the honor of marrying me.”


    He reached into the breast pocket of his shirt and pulled out a tiny box. “I love you. Marry me,” he said. “Make me the happiest man alive.”


    He opened the box, but she couldn’t see the contents through the blur of tears. She reached for him, pulling him close, and suddenly she was in his arms, he was wrapping his big arms around her and pulling her to him, kissing her, whispering that he loved her, begging her to marry him. And she knew with all her heart that she was exactly where she belonged.


    “I told myself I didn’t need anybody,” she said. “I worked all the time so I didn’t have to think about anything else. You saw through all of it. You made me stop and realize there’s a whole life out there to be lived. I love you.”


    She wrapped her arms tightly around his neck and kissed him. He took his time, placing his mouth over hers, kissing her long and deep and hard.


    Finally, someone knocked on the door. Carly cracked it open and cleared her throat. “I hate to break up this love fest, but I’ve got another patient coming in fifteen minutes. Do you all want to see this baby or not?”


    Liz lay back again, and Grant stood by her side, holding tightly onto her hand and staring at the monitor. Everyone crowded around.


    The screen lit up with black and a lot of indiscernible staticky white lines. Suddenly, the probe located a tiny round black bubble with a fuzzy little white speck inside.


    “And here he or she is,” Carly said. “There’s your baby.”


    A tiny flicker of white in a circle of black. Moving. Beating.


    Emotion welled up and brimmed over. Liz had no words. She looked at Grant, completely overwhelmed. He beamed a smile at her. A smile she knew came from his heart. He squeezed her hand hard.


    “The baby is five-point-six mm long and has a heart rate of one hundred and twenty-nine beats per minute,” Carly said.


    “Hey, I think my grandson looks like me,” her father said.


    “Dad!” she said.


    Another knock sounded, and Brett walked in. “Sorry to be late. Those—ahem—patients were a real pain.” He walked around to the front of the monitor.


    “Well, what have we got here?” Brett asked, examining the screen.


    “Gestational sac right there,” Carly said, pointing.


    Brett leaned closer to examine the screen more carefully. “Wait a sec,” he said. “Carly, move the probe more posteriorly.”


    He pointed to something. “There’s another one.”


    “What?” Liz said. Surely she did not hear that correctly.


    “I beg your pardon,” Grant said. “You mean—twins?”


    Brett turned around and flashed them a big grin. “Twins.”


    “Oh my God,” Carly said.


    Grant bent down to his camera bag and pulled out both bears. “Good thing I brought two.”


    That, of course, made Liz cry even more.


    “Somehow, I don’t think life with you two is ever going to be boring,” her dad said.


    Grant leaned over and threaded his fingers through Liz’s. “It won’t be,” he said quietly, his perfect mouth turning up in a smile. And then he kissed her again.


    As she kissed the man she loved back, she realized that just a short while ago, she never thought that things would have ever worked out for her like this—that her life was full of good fortune she wouldn’t have ever imagined even a few months ago.


    More than she ever would have counted on.


    Double what she’d hoped for, actually. Okay, make that triple, counting Grant.


    “Can we handle twins?” she asked when the kiss ended.


    “We can handle twins,” he said, smiling that world-famous smile. “Together.”

  


  
    Epilogue


    “This is the first time in nine months these babies have been asleep at the same time,” Grant said, walking into the living room one November evening with a bottle of wine and two glasses. He set them down on the coffee table and walked over to the big fireplace, tossing on another log. The new wood popped and a burst of sparks scattered.


    “Shhh. You’ll jinx it,” Liz said. She was sitting on the leather couch, reading a book, a furry throw tossed over her legs. The fire was crackling now, the room was cozy, and rain pattered on the new roof. Gizmo snorted in his sleep, curled in his bed by the fireplace, and Chloe, the white cat, snoozed on one of the bay window cushions. And the sexiest man on the planet was heading her way with a wicked look in his eyes.


    “That’s a pretty fire,” Liz said as Grant came to sit next to her. “I love this house.”


    “Indeed. Good thing Dottie decided a Florida condo was in her future.”


    “It was nice of her to sell it to us. It’s perfect for our little family.”


    “There’s enough work in this place to keep us busy until Julia and James are grown,” he said. But he was smiling.


    “Well, we wouldn’t want to be bored.” She sat back and scooted next to him on the cushions, tired but so, so happy. “A lot has changed since the last time we heard it rain hard like this in this house,” she said.


    Grant reached for her hand and held it, closing his eyes for a moment as he rested his head against the back of the couch. “Such as—I used to enjoy sleeping soundly. I fear I’ll never experience a full night of rest again.”


    “Do you have any…regrets? Like cutting down your travel?”


    “Not one. If it weren’t for you, I never would have discovered how much I enjoy writing books and having an office right here at home.”


    Liz looked at her husband. His hair was rumpled and he looked a little tired. She smoothed down his hair and assessed him for a moment.


    “What are you staring at?” he asked, cracking open an eye.


    “The baby drool on your black T-shirt. It’s very…sexy.” She leaned over to give him a kiss, but he grabbed her by the waist and flipped her to the couch.


    She was pleasantly pinned under his weight, the big muscles of his arms caging her head. Suddenly he was wide awake and looking at her like she were dessert.


    “There’s just one thing I need to tell you,” she said.


    “What is it?” he asked, looking concerned.


    “I wouldn’t trade all this exhaustion for the world.” She worried about him sometimes. He’d changed his travel schedule dramatically, but continued to do special reporting projects. But the exhaustion was real, and she couldn’t help thinking how much his life had changed in the past year.


    His gaze turned tender as he smoothed the worry lines from her forehead. “Elizabeth, if you’re wondering, you and our children have brought me more joy in this past year than I ever thought possible.”


    “I love you,” she whispered, running her hand down the shadowy roughness of his cheek.


    A little rustle came from the baby monitor. One of the babies stirring. “I do have one small request, though,” he said.


    “What is it?”


    “Can we please make love before someone wakes up? And before I fall asleep?”


    “We’d better hurry.”


    He kissed her slowly on the lips, taking his time, savoring every second. “No hurrying. I want to enjoy every second of you. And by the way, I love you, too.”


    Then he kissed her and showed her how much.


    [image: ]
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