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        Chapter 1

      


      Chloe came awake aware of two things: one, she was alone in the bed, and two, she didn’t like being alone in the bed. She sat up and blearily blinked into focus a sight that immediately had her brain clearing.


      And her body humming.


      “Officer Hottie,” she murmured, and had the pleasure of seeing the big, badass, steely man grimace at the nickname he hated.


      She grinned.


      Five years and she still loved to poke the bear. And right now the bear stopped shoving things into a duffel bag and looked at her, quiet and assessing, taking her temperature from across the room. “You’re awake.”


      “Seems like,” she answered, hearing the exhaustion in her voice.


      Evidently Sawyer did as well. His mouth tightened slightly as his eyes scanned her from head to toe. Whatever he saw had him moving from his duffel bag to the side of the bed, where he stood looking down at her. His dark brown eyes could be cool and unreadable—his cop eyes—or soft, melting chocolate, like when he was feeling frisky, though she hadn’t seen that side of him lately.


      Your fault, she reminded herself, and tried to swallow the ball of anxiety over the fact that he was leaving for one of his dangerous DEA jobs while they were barely speaking. You’re the one who picked a fight over his job, which is as much a part of him as you are…


      She couldn’t help it; the way he was taking on more and more of these types of jobs was a big problem for her. And because of that, it’d become a big problem in their relationship.


      “You okay?” he asked, voice low and morning gruff. He hadn’t been up long then, and for some ridiculous reason, this made her feel better. She wanted to think that they’d slept entangled together and that he’d had a hard time pulling himself away from her, but the truth was she didn’t remember a damn thing except her haunting dreams.


      The ones where he wasn’t in her life.


      “I’m fine,” she said, and when he just looked at her, she shook off his concern because hell if she wanted him speaking to her simply because of worry.


      She wanted him speaking to her because he couldn’t live without her, the stubborn ass. “Really,” she said. “Totally fine.”


      As if the baby already had a sense of humor, she kicked Chloe in the bladder. Or maybe she was saying “Hey, be nice to my daddy.”


      Sawyer’s big, work-roughened hand settled over hers, where she’d been rubbing her belly without even realizing it. “And the Bean?” he asked.


      Ah, yes. The elephant in the room. The pink elephant in the form of their unborn daughter in her eighth month in the womb.


      To say that the pregnancy had been unplanned was a huge understatement. What could they possibly offer a kid? Because this thought brought on more panic, Chloe shrugged that off too. She had a lifetime of experience of living in the moment, and she was going to keep doing it for as long as possible.


      “The Bean’s okay, too,” she finally said, hoping that was really true. She shifted, trying to get comfortable, which was hopeless. As if in agreement with that, the baby turned and kicked her again. The people in Chloe’s life liked to remind her that she’d once been hell on wheels. She had a feeling her baby was a chip off the old block. “You’re leaving,” she said softly.


      Sawyer didn’t respond to this because they’d already talked about it, and her husband wasn’t one to mince words. Or waste them. He kept his big, warm hand cradled around her belly for another beat, rubbing in a way that never failed to soothe both baby and mama.


      Neither she nor Sawyer knew the first thing about babies.


      Or happy childhoods.


      Becoming a parent was a role that neither of them had ever anticipated. Aside from the fact that they’d each been raised by wolves, Chloe especially had absolutely zero confidence in her own ability to be a mother.


      And then there was Sawyer. He’d had an unhappy childhood, and she had no idea how he felt about becoming a father. He was a man who would always honor his obligations, but it didn’t mean he wanted this baby.


      She blew out a breath and looked out the window. Not quite dawn. Two weeks before Christmas and the trees were dusted with snow, as all of Lucky Harbor was.


      Winter on the Pacific Northwest coast was only for the hardy.


      And there was no one more hardy than her husband. His head was dipped to the task of rubbing her baby bump. He had thick brown hair that contained every hue under the sun and fell over his forehead in front when he was in the shower or otherwise occupied in bed. It was tamed now only because it was still damp from a shower, and he’d clearly used just his fingers to shove it back.


      When the baby settled, he dropped his hand from her and went back to his packing. Chloe watched as Sawyer pulled a gun from the safe, checking it with the ease of a man whose gun was an extension of himself, and then it, too, went into his bag. She knew from experience that he had at least one other gun on him, and most likely a knife as well.


      What was it about him checking his weapons like other men buttoned their shirt that was so damn hot? And how was it that even though she was the approximate size and weight of a buffalo, she still could get aroused just by looking at him?


      The silence between them gave her a bit of a reality check. She might be turned on by him, but he wasn’t having the same problem.


      “It’s only a week,” he said, and Chloe jumped.


      He was at her side again, all lethal stealth. He set her fast-acting asthma inhaler on the nightstand for easy reach and then her cell phone, which he’d no doubt charged for her since she’d forgotten. His bag hung from his shoulder, and he watched her from those fathomless eyes. If she looked closely she could see the gold flecks in them. Sometimes, when he laughed, those flecks danced.


      But they were still now.


      As still as the man watching her.


      “I know,” she murmured. “Just a week. You’ll be back for the town Christmas party. You promised to take me.”


      His jaw went a little tight. Parties weren’t exactly Mr. Social’s thing. “We talked about this,” he said.


      “Yes, and you agreed to take me.”


      He shook his head. “I said it wasn’t a great idea, you exerting the energy to dress up and go to a crowded event.”


      “I’m not a piece of china,” she said.


      “No one would ever mistake you for one,” he responded, and she was pretty sure it wasn’t a compliment.


      “But,” he went on in that voice of steel, “you’re eight months pregnant and suffer debilitating asthma. Give yourself a damn break.”


      “I’ve had one,” she said. “Maddie and Tara won’t even let me work at my own spa. I need to get out, Sawyer. I need to see people.” Before her life changed forever… “I’m going.”


      “I’ll be back,” was all he said.


      “And the party?”


      “We’ll see.”


      Not exactly a promise, but then again he was careful never to promise anything he couldn’t deliver. His word, when he gave it, was good as gold.


      He lifted her chin and looked into her eyes for a long beat. “Dr. Tyler is only a call away,” he said. “Your sisters are close by. Jax and Ford are in your speed dials and are on standby for anything.”


      Chloe’s obstetrician was wonderful, and so were her sisters Maddie and Tara and their husbands—Sawyer’s BFFs Jax and Ford. But if there was an emergency, it wasn’t any of them that Chloe wanted.


      It was the tall testosterone and attitude-ridden man standing in front of her, already long gone given the look on his face.


      “I want you to take care,” he said.


      “You heard what Dr. Tyler said the last time we were in her office for false labor.” She patted her belly. “The Bean’s in for the long haul.”


      “I meant you,” Sawyer said. “Take care of you.”


      Coming from him, the words were tantamount to a shouted vow of love, and they moved her as only Sawyer could. “Always,” she promised, softening. “And what about you?”


      “I haven’t had any labor pains, false or otherwise,” he deadpanned.


      That got a laugh out of her.


      He smiled but it faded quickly. “You know you can text or email me, and that I’ll call when I can,” he said. “And if anything happens—anything at all, Chloe—I can be back here in two hours.”


      “Anything?” she asked playfully, trying to lighten the mood, using a voice that once upon a time would’ve made him kick off his shoes and strip and crawl back into bed with her, the hell with obligation and responsibility.


      “I’ll be here.” He met her gaze, his own serious. “Always.”


      An alarm on his watch beeped. He turned it off without taking his eyes from her.


      She blew out a breath. “You’ve gotta go.”


      He touched her face. “Chloe—”


      She closed her eyes and turned her jaw into his touch. “I know,” she said. “And it’s okay. It’s all going to be okay.”


      She just hoped that was true.


      
          

      


      That night Chloe dreamed about how she’d told Sawyer she was pregnant. She’d planned a seduction to ease him into the news, but nerves had gotten the best of her and she’d blurted it out. She couldn’t help it; they’d both barely survived their growing-up years, and as a result they’d never even discussed having kids. And yet here they were, having a baby. Terrifying, and potentially devastating to their relationship…


      “I’m pregnant.”


      Sawyer stared at her.


      “I don’t know how or why—” She broke off and rolled her eyes. “Okay, so I know how,” she said, and let out a nervous laugh.


      He remained silent. Stoic. Absolutely unreadable.


      “It’d be really great if you could say something,” she finally said.


      That mobilized him. He came to the couch where she was perched but didn’t sit. “What are you going to do?”


      “What am I going to do?” she repeated, staring up at him towering over her. “Don’t you mean what are we going to do?”


      “Your body, your decision,” he said.


      She gaped at him. “Well,” she said through gritted teeth, “I suppose I’m going to have a baby.”


      He relaxed slightly at this, and she stared at him. “What did you think I was going to do?”


      Shaking his head, he sat on the coffee table facing her. Taking her hand in his, he looked at her with those warm brown eyes. “What do you need from me?” he asked quietly.


      “I have no idea.” She let out a breath and dropped her forehead to his chest. “Whatever you’ve got.”


      He gathered her into his strong arms. “Everything,” he said, and brushed his mouth along her temple. “You’ve got everything I’ve got and everything I am.”


      
          

      


      The next morning Chloe awoke and knew she was once again alone in the bed. But this time she wouldn’t open her eyes to the sight of her sexy-as-sin husband packing his bag.


      Because he was already gone.


      Every snippy, bitchy, unhappy comment she’d made to Sawyer over the past few months as she got bigger and more and more anxious about the baby had haunted her all night long.


      She wanted to take back each and every one of them, but she couldn’t. Her heart trembled as she forced herself to roll out of bed. Quite the feat with the Bean like a basketball out in front of her.


      She headed to the bathroom—where she seemed to live these days—and paused by Sawyer’s dresser, eyeing the two picture frames he kept there. Sentiment was mostly wasted on the man, but sometimes he surprised her. Like he had with these, which he’d picked by himself.


      The first had been taken back when she’d still been flirting with screwing up her entire life. She’d been pulled over on her Vespa by none other than Sheriff Sawyer Thompson himself. It wasn’t a flattering pic of her. She was sunburned and windblown and looking a little bedraggled.


      Not Sawyer. He looked big and badass, and like maybe he wouldn’t recognize a smile if it bit him on the ass. Someone had snapped the pic with the two of them staring at each other like caged tigers.


      The second picture was Sawyer with his best friends and partners-in-cahoots Ford and Jax, the three of them barely out of their teens on a boat looking like the scofflaws Sawyer now caught for a living.


      The pics represented the people he cared about most, and gave her some comfort. If he could love that crazy girl she’d been, he could love the pregnant shrew, right?


      Shaking her head at herself, she moved to her dresser and went still. There was a small wrapped box sitting there. It definitely hadn’t been there yesterday. Gingerly she picked it up. Shook it. Finally, curiosity got the best of her and she opened it and gasped.


      It was a gorgeous locket on a long chain in the shape of a heart.


      She called Maddie first. Maddie was the middle sister, the one with all the emotions, the one who cried at the SPCA commercials and made her two ornery sisters hug and kiss when they fought. Maddie had kids of her own and was super enthusiastic about the baby, so whenever Chloe’s fears about becoming a mom got the best of her she entertained a secret fantasy of turning the baby over to Maddie.


      If anyone had gotten Chloe a sentimental heart locket, it’d be Maddie.


      “You okay?” Maddie asked immediately.


      “Sure. But if you see a plate of bacon running down the street screaming ‘help me,’ please return it to me. It’s totally overreacting.”


      Maddie laughed in delight, and Chloe asked her about the necklace.


      “Not me,” Maddie said over the sound of her kids playing. “Maybe Sawyer before he left—”


      “No,” Chloe said, a lump in her throat. “He was already gone when it appeared.”


      She didn’t add that, given the state of their relationship, it was unlikely he would have left her anything at all.


      “Chloe,” Maddie said softly, reading right through her baby sister. “He loves you more than his own life.”


      “I’m not exactly lovable right now,” she admitted.


      “Of course you are. It’s just pregnancy hormones.”


      “Even when I told him this whole baby thing was his fault?”


      There was a pause. “Um, excuse me,” Maddie said, “but didn’t you jump his bones every chance you got?”


      Chloe blew out a sigh. “Did I start this by saying I was lovable? No, I did not. I told you I am unlovable!”


      “Still don’t buy it,” Maddie said firmly.


      “I also told him if he thought we were ever having sex again, he was oh-so-wrong.”


      Maddie snorted. “I used that one myself…”


      “I may have said I shouldn’t have let him near me with his thing.”


      “His thing.” Maddie burst out laughing. “Did you really?”


      “Yes,” Chloe said miserably. “I’ve been out of control, Maddie. And now he’s gone.”


      “Honey, it’s going to be okay.”


      Chloe nodded, even though that was stupid because Maddie couldn’t see her. She swiped angrily at a tear that had escaped. She wanted to believe her sister, with all her heart she wanted to believe. But she wasn’t sure she did. “Gotta go,” she said.


      And then she put on the beautiful locket and pretended that it was from Sawyer after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 2

      


      The next morning, there was only one thought on Chloe’s mind. She wanted Sawyer right here next to her, all six feet of testosterone rumpled from sleep, eyes hooded and sexy, that raspy morning voice of his telling her to “c’mere”…


      But he was gone.


      In the old days he never left the bed before having his wild, wicked way with her. He’d flash a mischievous bad-boy smile and tug her over the top of him. And then roll her beneath him. After he’d had his way with her, he’d carry her to the shower and then give her yet another slow, delicious orgasm until she was begging for mercy.


      Damn it. She scrubbed her hands over her face. She’d give anything to have him here so that she could tell him she was sorry she was such a PITA. That she loved him, more than life itself.


      But he was gone, and she was a big girl who would have to deal with that.


      With a sigh, she got up and stared at herself in the mirror. She could swear that she’d doubled in size since last night. “You’d better be cute,” she told the baby, who kicked, making her laugh. It was that or cry because she spent the next two hours trying on everything that she owned, and nothing fit for the Christmas party.


      She could almost hear Sawyer saying “Then be smart and safe and stay home,” but she was tired of her own company. Come hell or high water, when that party started this weekend, she was going to be there.


      The Bean kicked again and Chloe nodded. “I like your spirit,” she told her daughter. “And the answer is yes, there will be dancing and, God willing, cake.”


      She texted Jax. She could’ve called either of her sisters, but they were on Sawyer’s side and would come up with excuses to keep her home. Maddie’s hubby, Jax, had a soft side for Chloe, and she used it ruthlessly.


      He showed up in five minutes flat, a little breathless. “What’s wrong?” he demanded, stepping close, hands going to her shoulders to look her over. “The Bean—”


      “—is fine,” she said. Jeez, would it kill anyone to ask about her first, just once in a blue moon? “I need a ride.”


      Jax got her in his Jeep in two seconds flat, quite the feat given that she was the size of a house. She knew he assumed he was driving her to the doctor, but she directed him to her friend Olivia’s vintage clothing shop.


      When Jax pulled over in front of the store, he swiveled his head and narrowed his eyes at her. “What. The. Hell.”


      “I need a dress for the Christmas party,” she said. “Nothing fits.”


      He tore off his dark sunglasses and stared at her. Jax was hot. Super hot. But he wasn’t as scary when he was pissed off as Sawyer or Ford, so she offered him her most charming smile.


      Didn’t work.


      “You got me out of a client meeting not because you’re in labor but because you wanted to go shopping?”


      This wasn’t really a question, more a statement of disbelief, so Chloe went on the offensive. “Tara and Maddie want me to sit on my ass. And my ass is sore from sitting, Jax. I’d have called Ford, but I was pretty sure he would’ve just hung up on me.”


      He stared at her.


      She started to slide out of the truck, heard him swear like a sailor, and then he was there to help her.


      “I’ll only be a few minutes,” she said.


      A lie. It took her and Olivia an hour to go through each and every dress in the store.


      None fit.


      Chloe sat in the dressing room, just she and the Bean filling the entire space, and stared at herself in the mirror. She was too tired to put her own shoes back on and get outside to Jax’s Jeep. Plus she couldn’t even see her feet.


      “You okay in there?” Olivia asked.


      “Peachy,” Chloe said with just the right amount of snark to have Olivia leave her alone.


      She hadn’t realized her eyes were shiny with her own unshed tears until Jax pushed his way into the room and crouched at her side.


      “Honey, Sawyer will be back before you know it,” he said quietly.


      Her throat tightened, and she spoke the words that had been flitting through her head for two days, the ones she hadn’t been able to admit even to herself. “He didn’t kiss me good-bye.”


      Jax let out a breath and ran a hand down her hair. “You know how he is, stoic as shit. And he’s worried about you.”


      “Then he shouldn’t have left.”


      “It’s his job,” Jax said.


      Chloe closed her eyes. God, she wanted that to be true, wanted to know that Sawyer wasn’t taking on all this crazy dangerous DEA work in order to escape her.


      Then maybe you should stop driving him away with all your crazy…


      “He loves you,” Jax said.


      Chloe sniffed and dropped her head forward until it rested on her brother-in-law’s shoulder. “You’re my favorite,” she said.


      He snorted. “Only until Ford brings you dinner.”


      True.


      “Can I take you home now?” Jax asked.


      “Can’t see my feet to put on my shoes.”


      Jax had been through pregnancy hormones with Maddie, and he was a smart man. He didn’t make a comment until he picked up one of her shoes. “Kick me and I’ll make sure Ford brings you liver and onions,” he said mildly, and had her laughing as he got her out to his Jeep.


      Jax drove her home but not before picking up hoagie sandwiches—for the baby, she’d told him. When he dropped her off, he walked her in, made sure she had everything she needed, and then left, promising her things would get better.


      “When?” she asked, but he was already gone.


      It wasn’t until that night that she found another wrapped present, on her pillow this time.


      A cashmere scarf softer than air.


      She called Tara. “Thanks for the gorgeous scarf.”


      There was a beat of silence. “I’ll be there in five,” her sister said.


      “I don’t need—” But Chloe was talking to air. Tara had disconnected. She showed up ten minutes later and took Chloe to the B&B that the three sisters ran. Maddie met them in the kitchen and served hot chocolate and cookies.


      “Not that this isn’t delicious,” Chloe said, stuffing her face. “But what’s up?”


      “Neither of us sent you any gifts,” Maddie said, face worried. But Maddie, the middle sister, the peacemaker, was perpetually worried. “Honey, do you think you have another stalker?”


      “Jeez,” Chloe said. “One time…”


      “We should call Sawyer,” Tara said.


      “No,” Chloe said quickly. Too quickly.


      Her sisters exchanged a look. “Sugar,” Tara said, “you’re drowning in pregnancy hormones so you might have forgotten just how much that man would live or die for you.”


      Damn it if Chloe’s eyes didn’t suddenly burn. She closed them and set her head on Maddie’s shoulder. “I’m making him be a daddy. I’m afraid he’s going to resent me for that, or worse, that he already does.”


      Maddie stroked her hair. “Did you poke holes in his condom?”


      “What? No, of course not,” Chloe said. “We forgot entirely that one night.”


      “So you’re both responsible. Which means you’re not making him be a daddy,” Tara said reasonably. “And besides, have you met your husband? He’s just about the toughest, most impenetrable man I’ve ever met. No one, and I mean no one, especially not a tiny little thing like yourself, makes Sheriff Sawyer Thompson do anything that he doesn’t want to.”


      Chloe squeezed her eyes tight. “I want to believe that,” she whispered.


      “Then do,” Tara said firmly. “Now have another of my cookies. The baby loves them.”


      Chloe snorted and ate another cookie. The baby kicked. “You’re right,” she said to Tara.


      “Sugar, I always am,” Tara said.


      To occupy herself, Chloe went through the stack of mail at her side. She opened a box delivered to Tara from Victoria’s Secret. A gorgeous, deep bordello red velour robe. “Wish my stalker had sent this,” she said.


      The three of them ate and chatted some more until Chloe couldn’t keep her eyes open. Her sisters fussed over her and put her to bed in one of their guest rooms, promising Tara would serve her a luxe breakfast in bed the next morning.


      She knew what they were doing; they were giving her comfort in the best and only way they knew how, by bossing her around.


      And she was just lonely enough to let them…


      
          

      


      The next morning, Chloe climbed into the shower and sighed as the hot water hit her lower back. If Sawyer had been here, he’d have massaged away her aches. They had a lot of shower memories, she and her husband. The first time they’d made love had been in his shower, and it had held special memories for them ever since. And there was the night about eight months ago when she’d gotten caught in a rainstorm and Sawyer had dragged her into the bathroom to warm her up.


      One of the best nights of her life…


      “Where the hell is your jacket?” he asked as he flicked on the hot water.


      “I didn’t want it,” she said, shivering wildly. “Love the rain.”


      He just shook his head and stripped off her shirt—one of his, of course. He tossed it to the floor, his hungry gaze raking her in. Then his lips covered hers while his fingers made easy work of her panties. His hands were warm as they touched the bare skin of her ass, sliding down, pulling her tight against him, his body unyielding to hers.


      He stared into her eyes, reading her as if she were a book written just for him. She stared back, memorizing each worry line, the way his lips twitched at her scrutiny like he was thinking about smiling. She licked her lips and his eyes darkened, his voice husky as he said her name. “Chloe.”


      “I love you,” she whispered, and he went still before cupping her face, letting his thumb glide along her lower lip.


      “You don’t say that often,” he said.


      “I know.” Regret filled her. “But I feel it every minute of every day,” she told him, a confession, a vow, and had the rare pleasure of rendering him speechless with emotion.


      Her past had messed her up pretty good. And only knowing Sawyer’s had been worse had allowed to her open up to him at all.


      His body was hard, strong, rippling with power against hers, and when she was in his arms like this, she felt safe. Protected. Like nothing could ever come between them.


      The steam from the shower filled the bathroom around them, and it was like fog on a humid night as Sawyer stripped with quick efficiency, revealing his body in all its glory, a sight that even the angels would sigh over.


      He caught her staring and smirked.


      “Can’t help it,” she said. “I like to look.”


      “Good to know,” he said, and nudged her into the shower. His fingertips trailed over her skin, his teeth grazing their way to her earlobe before heading south. Gently he bit her shoulder and then laved it with his mouth until she was pushing against him, already panting for more.


      With the water raining over them, she used her mouth as a guide over his body as well, tracing his throat, the hollow at the base there, and then a pec. When she flicked his nipple with her tongue, he groaned. Threading his hands into her hair, he tipped her head to suit him and then his mouth crashed down over hers. His tongue flicked over her bottom lip, demanding entrance, gaining it when she gasped in pleasure.


      His hands slid down her back and cupped a cheek in each hand, lifting her off the ground and firmly into him. He was hard and thick against her, ready for action.


      She was ready too. To be honest, she was always ready when it came to him. But as usual, Sawyer was on his own timetable, playing by his own rules—and she’d never owned a copy of the rule book.


      “Mmm,” he rumbled in her ear, his fingers playing between her legs, making her squirm and rock into him for more. “So wet, babe. You want me.”


      Always.


      “Tell me,” he murmured, his fingers playing slip and slide with ground zero.


      She moaned and then nearly cried when he pressed her firmly into the granite and lifted his head, waiting.


      “Yes,” she managed. “I want you. I always want you, always will. Now stop teasing me and do me, damn it.”


      His smile was sheer wicked delight to her and hot as hell, making her rake his fingernails down his back, the bastard. “Please,” she said against his mouth. How was it that he could always reduce her to begging?


      His lips ravaged hers, his tongue pushing, stroking, reminding her of how he was going to feel once he was inside her. She felt her toes curl and her entire body tightened. She was an inch from orgasm when he replaced his fingers and slid home with one sure push of his hips.


      She gasped and cried out at the same time, arching against him as she came so hard she lost herself.


      She always lost herself with him. Just as, with him, she was always found. Simple and terrifying as that.


      When she could breathe again she realized he hadn’t moved and was still hard inside her. He slid his hands along the underside of her thighs, angling her hips to his. When she opened her eyes to see his fixed on her, she lost her breath.


      His eyes were dark, dark as night and just as intense. Unable to hold back, she ground her hips into his own, wanting more, always more. He brought his lips back down to hers and started to move, slowly and then more controlled.


      Trying to get more, faster, she pushed down onto him. In answer, he nipped her lip, sucking it into his mouth, using it to torture her until she arched and came again, her body completely under his control.


      “Chloe.”


      Somehow she managed to open her eyes. She’d never seen that look on his face before, and she would never forget it. Lust in its most carnal form. Lust and…love.


      Unconditional love.


      She panted his name, and he came hard, not closing his eyes until the very last second when his control deserted him. He thrust into her until they were both spent, unable to say another word, unable to move another muscle.


      It was always like that with Sawyer, Chloe mused now, soaping herself up.


      Always had been.


      And God, she missed him more than she’d ever missed anything or anyone in her life. Maybe that was because, until Sawyer, she’d never had anything worth keeping before.


      The truth was, she knew she’d never be able to get enough of him.


      God willing, he felt the same.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 3

      


      Maddie drove Chloe home from the B&B. Chloe hugged and kissed her sister good-bye and then unwrapped her contraband.


      Tara’s red velvet robe.


      Next, she went to her sewing room and set about making herself a Christmas dress for the party, Gone With the Wind style.


      That night she crawled into bed and tossed and turned. Without Sawyer’s long, warm, hard body behind her, anchoring her in place, she couldn’t get comfortable.


      Nor could she sleep.


      Not with the knowledge that she’d sent Sawyer out there into a dangerous job without looking him in the eyes and telling him she loved him. That she would miss him. That he needed to come home, not to take her to some stupid Christmas party but because she couldn’t imagine her life without him.


      She flipped on the lamp beside her bed and grabbed her phone.


      And then debated. In the end, she couldn’t help herself. She texted him.


      Are you staying safe?


      Her chest tightened while she waited for a response that probably wouldn’t come because he was busy and she knew it. Stupid estrogen overload.


      And then she got his reply that made her weak in the knees.


      Always.


      That didn’t ease her mind at all. He was placating her, not wanting her to worry. And then, as if he read her mind, he texted:


      I’m okay, Chloe. Tell me about you.


      God knows what kind of danger she’d pulled him from, but he wanted to know that she was okay. She typed:


      The Bean misses you.


      She had to wait thirty minutes for a reply, which told her that she was indeed pulling him from something important, God knew what. But his response, when it came, made her need tissues. A box of them.


      Tell the Bean I’ll be back soon. Tell the Bean’s mommy I’m thinking of her.


      She fell asleep hugging her phone.


      And woke up the next morning to a wrapped present on her kitchen table.


      Fresh, soft, doughy, perfect chocolate doughnuts from the local bakery. An entire baker’s dozen. Chloe stuffed one in her mouth and called the bakery. Leah, her friend and the local pastry chef, answered.


      “Who bought a baker’s dozen of chocolate doughnuts this morning?” Chloe asked her.


      “About thirty people,” Leah said. “Yes, I’m that good.”


      “Any of those thirty people either of my sisters?”


      “Nope,” Leah said.


      “Their husbands?”


      “Nope. Although Jax did sneak in for a bear claw and told me not to tell Maddie. You can keep a secret, right?”


      Chloe blew out a breath and ate another doughnut.


      
          

      


      Two days later Chloe dressed for the party in her gorgeous—if she said so herself—red velvet dress.


      She’d ruched it over her belly and cut the neck square and low enough to show off her heart locket and extremely impressive pregnancy cleavage. Might as well flaunt it while she had it, right?


      She did come up against an unexpected roadblock when it came to the shoes. On the best of days she had to be a contortionist just to see her feet, and when she managed that with the creative help of her mirror, they were swollen. Way too swollen for heels.


      Plus her back was aching like a son of a bitch.


      No problem, don’t panic, she told herself, and went with a pair of her favorite high-top sneakers.


      Necessity, the mother of invention.


      Maddie and Tara had been hovering over her like mother hens for days, and both had refused to take her to the party because they didn’t want her to have an asthma attack or go into labor.


      “Honey,” Maddie had said, “Jax and I aren’t even going to go. You’re not going to miss anything.”


      Uh-huh…


      “Sugar, no one’s going to that silly ol’ party,” Tara had said.


      Riiight.


      Chloe knew her sisters loved and adored her, but they were both full of shit.


      “Don’t do it,” her friend Lance said. “The hall’s going to be hot and crowded. You’ll get an asthma attack.”


      At this point, she was far more likely to expire of boredom, but she didn’t even try to reason with him. Or her sisters.


      Or with their husbands, who’d undoubtedly refuse to help, on the argument that, if they did, they wouldn’t get sex from their wives ever again.


      So Chloe called Sawyer’s friend Tanner Riggs, who was an ex-Navy SEAL, explosives expert, and as wild and crazy as she was.


      He, more than anyone, would understand.


      Or so she hoped.


      “Yo,” Tanner said when he picked up her call. “How you doing, sweet thing?”


      “You know how I’m usually about live, laugh, love, and dance? Well, today it’s more like raise, aim, fire, and shoot.”


      Tanner laughed. “So you ready to pop yet or what?”


      “What,” she said, and listened to him laugh softly. “I need a favor, T.”


      “Sure.”


      “I need a ride to the Christmas party,” she said.


      There was a long pause. “How about a favor that won’t get me murdered in my sleep by your husband?”


      “Please, Tanner?” she asked softly, and when he swore softly at her plea, she knew she had him.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 4

      


      The roads were a mess, but Chloe relaxed in the backseat because Tanner wasn’t bothered by such technicalities as dangerous conditions. He parked at Town Hall and peered out his windshield. Snow was dumping out of the sky, the flakes as big and thick as dinner plates. He turned and looked at the woman riding shotgun—his fiancée, Callie—before turning to Chloe in the backseat.


      Chloe set her jaw and tried to look resolute, but the truth was, now that she was here, she wasn’t feeling great. She’d had peanut butter toast before getting dressed, and it wasn’t sitting well in her stomach. And her back ached like crazy. Sawyer would know just by looking at her that she wasn’t up to par. He’d have rubbed the ache from her lower spine in five minutes flat.


      But sometimes a girl couldn’t have what she wanted.


      Still, she’d gotten into a dress, so she was going to enjoy herself if it killed her. Granted the weather was complete shit, but she’d done nothing but sit around the house for a week growing bigger and bigger, and more restless.


      “It’s not too late to take you home,” Tanner said.


      “I’m going,” she said. “I’m sorry if I sound childish, but I just really need to get out and see people.” People being anyone other than her well-meaning but overprotective sisters. They just wanted to be there for her, but if she heard one more horror story of childbirth, she was going to refuse to go into labor altogether.


      God. Thinking about it, she suddenly couldn’t breathe, and it had nothing to do with her asthma. She wasn’t ready for this—


      “Chloe—” Tanner’s eyes were unusually serious. “The storm is bad and getting worse. Sawyer’s going to kick my ass.”


      At the mention of her husband’s name, her heart actually squeezed tight. She missed him so much. Over the week, she’d decided the mysterious presents had to somehow be from him, and she was having a hard time holding onto any mad.


      All she wanted for Christmas was him.


      Home.


      Safe.


      In her arms…


      But she’d been such a bitch when he’d left, leaving her wondering where his head was at. She had no idea how she’d ever gotten lucky enough to be loved by him. “Don’t be a puss now,” she said to Tanner, pulling up her hood. “I’m doing this.”


      She stepped out into the eerily silent but crazy snow and tried to stretch the kink out of her aching back.


      Not happening.


      Tanner and Callie got out of the car as well, decked in their finery. And Tanner in a suit was fine indeed…


      “Look,” he said gently, and playfully tugged on a strand of the long, wavy red hair she’d left down because her damn back had ached too much to stand in front of the mirror and fight it into an updo. “If at any time you change your mind, I’ll take you home. We could watch a movie—”


      “You have a date tonight with Callie,” Chloe reminded him.


      “I don’t mind,” Callie said. “A movie sounds lovely.”


      They were just being kind to the crazy pregnant lady. Chloe shook her head and started up the walk.


      Tanner took ahold one of arm and Callie the other, helping Chloe through the already six inches of snow on the ground. A good thing since she couldn’t see her damn feet.


      They entered the hall to find the party was in full swing, the noise and heat hitting them in a hot blast. The place was decorated within an inch of its life. Silver balls, huge Christmas trees, boughs of holly, strings of white lights—it was gorgeous and blinding.


      Tanner was still at her side, and he shifted closer to murmur in her ear, “Text me and I’ll have you out of here in three minutes.”


      “No you won’t,” Sam said. Sam ran Lucky Harbor Charters with Tanner, and he turned from the floor-to-ceiling windows to look at them. “Jack just heard on his radio that they’re getting ready to close the roads.”


      “Then let’s get merry,” Chloe said.


      Her sisters were at a table with Ford and Jax, and all four jumped up at once when she approached them. “You should all be very afraid,” Chloe said, disgruntled. “I’m not going to be Two-Ton Tilly forever. Someday soon I’ll be able to kick ass again.”


      Jax snorted. “I’m pretty sure you could do it right now,” he said. “The only one not afraid of you is your man—who wouldn’t be happy to see you here.”


      “Well, good thing then that he’s gone off and can’t see me, isn’t it?” Fine, so she was cranky. But she had a little hand poking in her ribs and something else, possibly a foot, tap-dancing on her bladder.


      “Waddle your way over here to this chair,” Jax said, and Chloe considered killing him as Ford pulled out the chair for her and helped her ease down into it.


      “I’m not an invalid,” she said.


      Maddie hugged her. “Of course not. Invalids stay where they’re put.”


      Tara was eyeing Chloe’s dress with suspicion. “Where did you get that?”


      Well, crap. “Made it,” Chloe said.


      “Yeah? Because it looks an awful lot like the robe I just purchased.”


      Chloe affected a wide-eyed sad look and let her voice waver. “Are you saying I look like I’m in a bathrobe?”


      “No,” Tara said quickly. “Of course not. You look beautiful.”


      “Okay then,” Chloe said, and sniffed. “Thank you.”


      “Let’s toast,” Maddie said, ever the peacemaker. She tapped her champagne glass to Chloe’s water glass. “To the newest addition in our crazy family—the Bean.”


      Everyone drank to that, and Chloe found herself having a good time over the next hour. She tried to let the happy soak into her, through her, and wanted the baby to feel it too, but there was no denying that something was missing.


      Or someone was missing.


      Sawyer should’ve made it back by now, and she realized her cramps were most likely stress. Please be okay… Because he had to be, she would accept nothing less. Restless and uncomfortable, she shifted in her chair for the millionth time, to no avail.


      “You okay?” Ford asked.


      “Always,” she said.


      He smiled at her. “Tough girl to the end.”


      When the music sped up, Chloe set down her glass and stood. Time to stop dwelling. “I want to dance.”


      Both sisters opened their mouths to protest, but it was Jax who leaned in. “Honey, Dr. Tyler wanted you to stay quiet.”


      Chloe snorted. “Dr. Tyler didn’t say that; Sawyer said that. And he’s not here, so who’s going to dance with me?”


      When both brothers-in-law stared at her, she tugged on Ford’s hand.


      “Why me?” he asked.


      “Because you love me the most,” she said.


      Sap that he was, Ford smiled and led her to the dance floor. Then he pulled her into his arms, shifting in a natural rhythm with the music. He stroked a hand down her back, rubbing her aches and pains, making her moan.


      “Here, darlin’,” he said, pulling her in tighter. “Since you’re wearing sneakers instead of your usual ballbuster heels, you can stand on my feet and let me do all the work.”


      She hadn’t realized how utterly exhausted she was until she let her weight go, allowing him to hold her up. “Mmm,” she said, eyes closed, her head on his chest. “Wake me when the New Year comes, okay?”


      He laughed softly and hugged her as he danced them slowly around the floor. “The most hardheaded woman I know having a child with the most stubborn man on the planet,” he marveled. “God help the two of you.”


      “Don’t you mean the three of us?” Chloe asked. “Me, Sawyer, and the baby?”


      “Nah,” he said. “The baby’s going to be fine. You’re going to make a great mama.”


      She knew her hormones were in overdrive when her throat tightened. “You think so?”


      He squeezed her gently. “I know so.” Then he took her hands in his and looked into her watery eyes. “Hey, you okay?”


      “Yeah.” She let out a shuddery sigh. “It’s just that my back and legs hurt, and I have cramps.”


      “Let’s sit down.”


      “Not yet,” she said, and didn’t lift her head from his shoulder. She thought maybe she could sleep right here. Ford’s arms were strong and warm.


      Not as strong and warm as Sawyer’s, though. No one was as strong as Sawyer, inside and out. From the very beginning, he’d both driven her insane and made her feel protected and safe for the first time in her life.


      “He’ll be back soon,” Ford said quietly.


      “You a mind reader?”


      “No, you’re just not all that good at hiding your feelings.”


      “Last week, I couldn’t sleep. At midnight I decided I had to have cran-apple juice. Cran-apple juice, Ford.”


      “So you got thirsty.”


      “At midnight,” she reminded him. “Sawyer told me he’d go first thing in the morning. The poor guy hadn’t gotten home until ten, and he had to be at work early for a meeting. I knew he wouldn’t have time to go in the morning so I threw on sweats and drove to the store. I stood there in the aisle of the grocery store and burst into tears because there was no cran-apple juice. There was a gallon of cranberry juice and a gallon of apple juice, but no cran-apple. I was going to have to buy the two gallons and mix them together. But the gallon jugs were too heavy for me to lift.”


      Ford sighed. “You’re such a nut.”


      “I know!”


      “What happened?”


      “Sawyer had followed me to the store. He bought the two gallons and shepherded me home.”


      Ford laughed. “The man’s a sucker.”


      “The man’s got to be insane to still want me.”


      “Chloe, look at me.”


      He waited until she lifted her head and met his gaze. “He’s taking these jobs because he wants to build the addition to your house for the baby, not because he wants to be away from you.”


      “Are you sure?” Chloe asked with what she thought was a perfectly even voice, proud to think she was hiding her fear that it wasn’t true, that Sawyer was taking the DEA jobs because she’d turned into an endlessly pregnant shrew.


      “Very sure,” Ford said, and hugged her tight. Or at least as tight as he could given that she was the size of a VW Bug.


      “And when this job is finished,” he said, “he says he’s done, no more out-of-town jobs.”


      “I don’t want him to give up anything for me,” Chloe said.


      Ford laughed. “Have you ever seen Sawyer do anything he doesn’t want to do? We both know that, if he’s walking away from the DEA, he’s doing it because he wants to, because it’s the right thing to do.”


      Chloe closed her eyes and sighed, suddenly far too exhausted to hold herself up.


      “Help me get her back to her chair,” she heard a few moments later, feeling herself shift from Ford’s arms so that she was between two men.


      “Here, babe.” It was Lance, her best friend and—up until getting pregnant—her cohort in crime. Sawyer had taken Lance aside and threatened bodily harm and dismemberment, promising to follow him all the way to hell if Lance got Chloe in trouble even once during her pregnancy. Lance, fighting a very losing battle against cystic fibrosis, hadn’t been in the least concerned, but out of respect for Chloe and her marriage, he’d done his best.


      “Drink this,” Lance said, and Chloe opened her eyes.


      She was back in her seat and Lance had brought her tea. “I’d rather a hot toddy,” she murmured, and sucked in a breath when the baby kicked her in the ribs again.


      “Drink,” Lance said, not cracking his usual wiseass smile, which meant she’d worried him. A mean feat as nothing worried Lance, not even death.


      “I’m okay,” she promised him. “We’re both okay.” And then she hoped that was true as another vicious cramp gripped her. She did her best to let herself fall into it, listening with half an ear as conversation went on around her.


      “The snow’s coming down like mad,” she heard Maddie say in a soft, concerned whisper. “Soon as there’s a break, we’re taking her to the hospital.”


      “Agreed,” Tara said.


      “Not until I have cake,” Chloe managed. When the pain broke, Chloe looked up to tell them she was fine, but she stilled in shock. At first she thought her eyes were playing tricks on her so she rubbed them and focused again.


      No trick. Her heart couldn’t be that cruel as it squeezed tight because Sawyer was there, right there, crouched in front of her.


      He was in weather gear, dusted in snow. His expression was blank to anyone who didn’t know him. But she did know him and had no trouble catching the irritation in those brown eyes.


      Before she could say a word, another pain gripped her.


      His hands slid to her swollen belly, warm and sure. “The Bean,” he said. “Being rough on her mama.”


      Robbed of breath, she could only nod.


      “She’s just like you already,” he said. “Impatient to the end.”


      Frustrated with her as he undoubtedly was and always would be, his voice remained calm and steady, and everything she’d ever needed.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 5

      


      Sawyer could feel the tightness of Chloe’s body as the contraction gripped her, her belly rippling beneath his palms. She was panting through it, the strain of it tightening her mouth and shadowing her eyes.


      He was as tough as they came, life had made sure of it. But watching the woman he loved more than life itself writhing in pain because of him made him feel as helpless as the newborn trying to make its way into the world. “Keep breathing, babe,” he murmured when Chloe caught her breath and held it. “In and out.”


      She stared at him, eyes luminous and wide. Whether that was pain, fear, or just the sight of him, he had no idea. But God, she was a sight for sore eyes. He knew she didn’t consider herself classically beautiful, but to him, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Even eight and a half months pregnant, she had that special something that would have any man turning his head to watch her. It was a combination of looks and attitude and liveliness, and he’d thought about her 24/7 since he’d left.


      “Slow,” he said when she tried to suck in too much air and he heard the telltale wheeze of her asthma. If she had an attack now, he’d have to get her to the hospital… “Slow,” he said again, and breathed with her.


      She nodded gratefully and stared at his mouth, mimicking his breath.


      “You’re back,” she finally managed when the contraction passed, and her voice sounded almost…surprised.


      The surprise shocked Sawyer to the core. They’d never had it easy. In fact, their relationship was akin to a porcupine and a cactus trying to make a life together—prickly as hell.


      And amazing.


      She’d changed his life, for the better. She’d added color to his black-and-white world and was his heart and soul.


      But being with Chloe was more like being on a roller coaster than a smooth highway. It was a fast, hard ride, and there were ups. There were downs.


      And he wouldn’t change a second of it for the world.


      But the pregnancy hormones hadn’t been easy for her. Or him. She’d been on edge nearly the entire time, and he had yet to figure out what to do or how to talk her down. Everything he’d done or said had only seemed to make it worse. So he’d thrown himself into work, thinking if he was out of her hair enough, she might not be tempted to kill him.


      But that she’d actually be surprised to see him come for her? Damn. “Did you think I wouldn’t come back?”


      She shrugged and tried to turn away. But hell no. He planted a hand on either side of her hips and leaned in close. “Chloe.” He waited until she looked at him. “I’ll always come for you.”


      Something in his fierce tone seemed to get through, and she relaxed slightly. But not enough to suit him. He slid the palm of his hand to the back of her neck and stroked her soft, damp skin. “You’re in pain.”


      “It’s better now that you’re here,” she said breathlessly. “How did you make it? I heard the roads were closed.”


      He considered his response a moment, not sure she needed to hear the difficulties he’d had in breaking away to get here after Tanner had called him to say she’d come to the party. “Got stuck about a mile back,” he said. “Had to walk the rest of the way in.”


      She put her hands over his and gasped. “You’re soaked, and your hands are freezing!” Her voice was tense. The pain was getting to her. “Oh, Sawyer. You shouldn’t have come—”


      “Could say the same to you,” he said, and slid both Jax and Ford a long, hard stare. They both had the good grace to look a little apologetic.


      Good. The fuckers. He’d tasked them with the most important thing in his life, and here she was, in labor, in a snowstorm…


      “Don’t start in on them,” Chloe said. “They didn’t know. I sneaked out.”


      There was something most definitely in her voice now, and he cupped her face.


      Yep. She was ready for battle.


      “I wanted to be here with my family and friends.”


      He suspected she was going to need that energy for the night ahead. “Then let’s enjoy it,” he told her, and then headed off any reply with a soft hello kiss right on those lips that loved to talk back to him.


      Never before had he had someone in his life continuously do that, and at first he hadn’t known what to do with her. It’d taken him a while to clue in, but in the end, he’d had no choice but to love her with his entire heart and soul.


      Reaching into his bag, he came up with an inhaler and set it on the table in case she needed it.


      She slapped her hand out for it and took a long hit. And then a second. Both a struggle that pinched at his heart. Her debilitating asthma was in better control these days, but stress brought it out. Labor was definitely going to be a trigger.


      “You had one of my inhalers on you?” she asked when she could.


      Always. “Just in case.”


      A little more of the tension around her eyes eased, and seeing that did the same for him. He grabbed a chair and sat, and then shifted her so that she could lean back into him. Once she did, he slid his arms around her, gently kneading her belly, feeling better when she relaxed into him.


      He ran a finger over the gold heart locket she wore nestled between her breasts. “You got it.”


      “I knew it,” she muttered. “Who was your delivery boy? Not my sisters or Jax or Ford.”


      “Are you kidding?” he asked. “None of them can keep a secret. Lance.”


      She laughed a little breathlessly. “Makes sense. I especially loved the doughnuts.”


      “Thought you might.”


      Another cramp hit, and her sisters moved in, fussing over her. And it was a sign of just how much she hurt when she let them. Their conversation went on around him, but he let it, concentrating on the woman in his arms. She was drifting, he thought, resting. And then she sucked in her breath and sat straight up.


      Another one. Three minutes apart. “You’ve got this,” he said, and held her through it.


      When she relaxed back into him again he took his concentration off her long enough to meet her sisters’ worried gazes. He considered their surroundings and the conditions and what their next move should be.


      The windows were lit by the strings of lights, and he could see the heavy snow still falling. Shit. The huge room was filled to the brim. Just about the whole town of Lucky Harbor was here tonight, and that was a good thing, considering people like Dr. Josh Scott were out there on the dance floor, Josh doing his white-boy thing. If the Bean was coming tonight, things could be worse.


      One song ended and the next began. Chloe was quiet. While around them the place was loud and warm, they were cocooned from the outside world. Voices filtered to him, and his cop brain processed through the tidbits with one ear.


      “Yeah, he’s still the hottest guy here,” came a woman’s voice.


      “Damn her for finding him first.”


      “Maybe it’s not too serious between them,” the first woman said.


      The other one snorted. “Right. I mean, sure, they have a house and now a child together, and there was that whole wedding thing, but other than that…”


      Tara snorted and Maddie shot the two other women a hard look.


      Sawyer tuned them all out and once again turned to look out the floor-to-ceiling windows lining the north wall.


      Snow and more snow.


      He and Ford exchanged long looks over Chloe’s head.


      Nope, they weren’t going anywhere anytime soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 6

      


      I’m fine,” Chloe told Sawyer after another gut-wrenching, heart-stopping contraction.


      No, Sawyer thought. She was not. And it was his responsibility to make sure that was fixed ASAP. He pulled out his phone and sent a text. Two minutes later, Josh made his way out of the crowd toward them, with Mallory at his side. Mallory was married to Ty, another good friend of Sawyer’s, and she was a nurse.


      “What’s going on, sweetness?” Josh asked Chloe, putting a hand to her wrist.


      Taking her pulse.


      Chloe opened her mouth, probably to say nothing was wrong, when another cramp hit.


      “Two and a half minutes from the last one,” Sawyer told Josh. “Four in the past twenty minutes.”


      Mallory crouched on Chloe’s other side in her full-length ball gown and put her hand on Chloe’s taut stomach, undoubtedly feeling the same clenched muscles that Sawyer did. Mallory’s gaze was on Chloe’s face as she panted through the pain.


      “Probably false labor, right?” Chloe gasped.


      Both Josh and Mallory shook their heads.


      “Damn it,” Chloe said. “I’m not leaving this party—” She broke off as another cramp hit, and the breath seemed to get squeezed out of her. “Holy cow,” she said between clenched teeth. “The Bean’s determined to be as big a pain in the ass as her daddy.”


      Everyone but Sawyer laughed. He couldn’t take his eyes off Chloe. She was suffering, and it was killing him.


      “Where’s the pain?” Josh asked. “In your back?”


      “All the way around.”


      Josh nodded and straightened. “We need to get things ready.”


      “For what?” Chloe asked with wary suspicion.


      Josh smiled at her. “Your baby.” He turned to Mallory. “Can you find out what our options are?”


      Mallory nodded and moved off.


      Chloe turned to Sawyer in disbelief. “My due date is two weeks away.”


      “It’s not a return-your-book-to-the-library-on-time kind of due date,” Josh said. “Babies come when they want. And a baby from you and Sawyer…” He shook his head, like there was no measuring the level of stubbornness their baby would have. “Anyway, think of it like this—you’re getting a really great Christmas present a little early.”


      “I can hike out and get my truck,” Sawyer said. “Four-wheel over the sidewalks if I have to. I can get us to the hospital—” He broke off when Chloe cried out with the next contraction and leaned into him.


      “With the snow and ice we might get stuck on the road and that’d be far worse,” Josh said quietly. “I’ll call for an ambulance, but I think we’ll have a baby before it even gets here.”


      “Oh, my God,” Chloe said in a whimper.


      Sawyer wrapped his arms around her and pressed a kiss to her hot and sweaty temple. “It’s going to be okay.”


      “How?” she demanded. “I’m going to have a baby at Town Hall! In a ball gown that used to be Tara’s robe!”


      “I knew it!” Tara exclaimed.


      Sawyer turned Chloe to face him and made her look into his eyes. “We’re going to handle this. Together.”


      “Really?” she asked. “Are you going to push a bowling ball out your—”


      He gave her a quick kiss on the lips and a hug. “Chloe,” he murmured softly, “you can do this.”


      “But I don’t want to!” she cried. “I don’t want to do it. Not here, not now—oh, God,” she moaned, clutching her belly. “Not another one so soon…”


      
          

      


      When the pain passed, Chloe opened her eyes and found Sawyer watching. Calm. Steadying. Always there for her.


      “Always will be,” he vowed, making her realize she’d spoken out loud.


      “Then if you wouldn’t mind,” she managed, “maybe you could take over this labor gig for me…”


      He didn’t laugh or even smile. Instead, he gripped her hand and pressed it to his heart. “If I could,” he said with quiet intensity.


      She huffed out a barely there laugh. “Trust me, you wouldn’t like it. Men aren’t built for this sort of thing.”


      “If I could,” he repeated, and she realized he meant it to the core.


      He would do anything for her, absolutely anything. Including taking on the DEA jobs for the money they needed to build onto their house to make room for the baby. Including walking away from those very same DEA jobs—that he freaking loved, he couldn’t hide that much from her—because they upset her.


      Lucille, the town busybody in charge of all things social media and also in charge of tonight’s event, came rushing up, moving with surprising speed and agility given that she was older than God himself.


      “Exciting!” she chirped at Chloe.


      Word had already gotten out. No big surprise. Lucky Harbor wasn’t the kind of place that kept secrets very well.


      “Yeah, exciting,” Chloe said. “Or terrifying. Take your pick.”


      Lucille patted her gently on the arm and turned to Sawyer. “The kitchen would normally be our best bet, but it’s a wreck and the caterers are still in there. I’ve got the controller’s office unlocked and ready for you instead.”


      This wasn’t the way he thought the birth would go, but life with Chloe had rarely gone the way he’d planned. It’d gone better. Here was hoping that streak continued.


      “It’s clean,” Lucille said. “And has good lighting. There’s a private bathroom in there with a working sink for everyone to wash in, and I just sent someone to hunt down towels and blankets. It’s the back office, private and quiet.”


      It would have to do. Sawyer bent down and lifted Chloe in his arms. He followed Josh through the community room, down the hallway to the offices, and into one where the desk had been cleared off and covered with blankets and pillows.


      He set Chloe down and turned, raising a brow to find Ford, Jax, Tara, and Maddie all crowded into the room behind them.


      Tara and Maddie pushed past him to cluster around Chloe.


      The guys faced him. “Going to be a daddy,” Ford said, and clasped a hand to his shoulder. “You ready?”


      “I don’t think he is,” Jax said. “He’s looking a little pale.” He leaned in close. “Just make sure you don’t faint. They really hate it when the daddies faint.”


      Sawyer firmly escorted them out of the room.


      “This is pretty appropriate, Chloe,” Tara said. “All your life you’ve been racing through it, and now your baby’s taking after you.”


      “You,” Chloe said in a hiss, “I could do without right now.”


      Josh and Mallory washed thoroughly, and then Mallory instructed Sawyer to remove his jacket and wash up as well.


      The best thing that could be said about Chloe’s labor was that it was brief. Brief but hard. Over the next hour she screamed and cursed at Sawyer, and for good measure, Tara and Maddie as well. She actually decided to ban them, saying, “I want to be alone with the man who put me in this condition.”


      Tara and Maddie opened their mouths to argue, and Chloe, in a moment of absolute stubborn clarity, sat up and jabbed a finger to the door.


      They left, and Chloe went back to her business of having a baby with a single-mindedness that impressed the hell out of Sawyer. She’d have made one hell of a world leader—if the world could get past the fact that she loved drama but not rules or any form of organization.


      The loud festivities continued in the community room, making a strange accompaniment as Chloe’s labor pains came harder and closer together.


      Mallory was called out when one of the party revelers got drunk and slipped and fell, hitting his head. “Effing Anderson,” Josh muttered.


      Maddie came back in and Chloe seemed happy to see her. Not five minutes later Josh said, “Head’s crowning. Need another set of hands over here.”


      Maddie and Sawyer looked at each other, and then Maddie started to move toward Josh.


      “No!” Chloe yelled. She gave Sawyer a nudge that was more like a shove. “Go help our baby. She needs you.”


      Sawyer hesitated. He didn’t want to move from her side, plus there was the very real fact that she had a vise grip on his hand so hard he was pretty sure she’d embedded her fingers into his skin.


      “Sawyer,” Josh said, and something in his tone had Sawyer disentangling his hand from Chloe’s—probably with only a few broken bones. He kissed her forehead before shifting to the end of the makeshift bed.


      “Can you do this?” Josh asked quietly.


      Sawyer, who had no idea what he was agreeing to, nodded.


      “Some dads pass out,” Josh warned.


      “Not this one,” Sawyer said, and hoped that was true.


      Josh kept his voice low for Sawyer’s ears only. “The cord’s wrapped around the baby’s neck. I need you to put one hand here, under the baby’s head, and the other here so that when the shoulders come out, you’ll get a good grip.”


      Jesus. He nodded.


      “It’ll be slippery; be careful. I’m going to make sure the cord doesn’t wrap any tighter.” Josh looked at Chloe. “Ready to push?”


      She looked panic-stricken. “No! Listen, this has been fun, but I want to go home now, okay? I’ll come back tomorrow, I promise.”


      Sawyer knew she was completely consumed by the pain and a little out of it. Leaning over her, he put his face right in hers to get her attention. “Chloe, babe, you’ve got this.”


      “But I don’t!”


      “You do. Don’t you know? You’re the strongest woman I’ve ever met. You can do anything.”


      Her glossy eyes filled. “I can’t. Please, Sawyer, do this for me?”


      She never asked for help, never, and she was officially killing him. “Oh, babe,” he said softly, wishing with everything he had that he could do just that. “I’ve got you. I’m right here. Together, okay?”


      Another strong contraction hit and she had no choice.


      “Chloe, push,” Josh instructed.


      She clearly gave it all she had, crying out with it, almost screaming, and Maddie yelled right along with her, no doubt because her fingers were now being crushed instead of Sawyer’s. As the contraction seemed to go on and on, Chloe rode the wave, swearing with impressive skill, threatening both Sawyer and Josh for good measure while she was at it.


      “I’m sorry,” she gasped when she could, panting, trying to catch a full breath. Sawyer had been watching her carefully for signs of asthma, but so far so good.


      “No worries, and you’re doing great,” Josh told her. “The last woman I helped deliver threatened to cut off my twig and berries. Of course, it was my wife, so…”


      Chloe laughed and then cried out again with another contraction, each of which was ripping Sawyer’s heart out, just right fucking out of his chest.


      “A couple more pushes,” Josh promised, “and we’re done.”


      “We?” Chloe joked weakly, and pushed.


      “That’s it, keep pushing,” Josh told her. To Sawyer he said, “Here comes the shoulder.”


      Chloe gritted her teeth and pushed for all she was worth.


      “Good girl,” Josh said, “here comes the baby, right into Dad’s hands—ah, there she is. Sweet, beautiful baby Thompson.”


      Sawyer stared down at the baby in his hands in shock. Logically, he’d known that this was the end result, but holding the baby in his hands it suddenly became real.


      A baby.


      They’d made a baby.


      Who wasn’t moving. “Josh.”


      “I know.” Josh’s hands were right there with him. Together they turned the baby over, laying her chest on Sawyer’s palm, head down while Josh rigorously rubbed her back.


      “Is she okay?” Sawyer heard Chloe ask anxiously.


      The baby coughed and sucked in a lungful of air. With the next breath, she wailed her distress at the world in general, her eyes still tightly closed.


      Sawyer took his own breath. Jesus.


      “She’s perfect,” Josh said to Chloe, quickly and efficiently tying off the umbilical cord. He cleaned the baby with a warm washcloth and wrapped her in a towel, handing her over to the new mama.


      Maddie had helped Chloe get propped up on the pillows, but the last few hours had been hard on her. Her hair had gone wild and there were shadows of exhaustion all over her face, but she’d never looked more beautiful to Sawyer than she did right now.


      She stared down at the baby in her arms with the same awe and amazement Sawyer felt, and then she lifted her head, her eyes shining brilliantly.


      “We did this,” she whispered. “My God, Sawyer. They’re trusting us with a baby.”


      He laughed softly, but his throat was so thick and burning he couldn’t do more. “You were amazing,” he said.


      “No, I—”


      “Amazing,” he repeated.


      “Take her,” Chloe said. “I want to see her in your arms.”


      Sawyer took the soft warm bundle. The quick warm bath seemed to have soothed her, because she’d quieted. His hand spanned the baby’s entire body.


      His daughter.


      He who’d once been the scourge of all of Lucky Harbor, a troubled, neglected, abused kid with no good future in sight, had somehow managed to turn his life around enough that he had an incredible wife and a new baby.


      A family of his very own.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 7

      


      Every single inch of Chloe’s body ached and throbbed, but adrenaline was a funny thing. It allowed her to ignore the pain. She was shaking a little bit. Okay, a lot. And from the back of her mind she was aware that Josh and Maddie were still bustling around taking care of her, but she couldn’t tear her gaze off Sawyer and the baby.


      Their baby.


      God.


      She watched, holding her breath as she stared at father and daughter. She’d never seen that look on Sawyer’s face before. The cop face was gone, and the tight mask of control he usually wore as a buffer between him and the world had slipped away, replaced by sheer awe.


      The baby had opened her bright blue eyes and seemed to look directly up into her daddy’s gaze.


      Gently, his face serious, Sawyer bent his head and kissed her forehead.


      The baby stretched and and made a wide yawn, and Chloe nearly melted at the utter beauty and heartbreaking sweetness.


      “You’re perfect,” Sawyer whispered to the baby. “Absolutely perfect.” He looked up at Chloe then, his eyes suspiciously shiny. “She looks just like you, thankfully,” he said. “But given how stubborn she was tonight, she might have a hell of a lot of Thompson in her. God help us all.”


      Chloe laughed, and held her arms out for the baby again.


      Sawyer laid the infant in her arms, and over the sweet bundle she looked into her husband’s gaze. “Are we okay?” she whispered.


      His mouth quirked but his eyes remained serious, oh so serious. “We’re always okay. Always will be.”


      Again her eyes filled and she tried to say something but let out a sob instead.


      “Ah, Chloe,” Sawyer said, voice thick with emotion.


      “I’m sorry,” she gasped. “I’ve been such a bitch. I lost my mind there for a while, and then you kept leaving, and I thought—”


      “Never,” he promised, cradling her face in a palm, letting his thumb swipe softly over her lower lip. “I’m in this, Chloe. All the way in. I thought you knew that. I thought I vowed that to you when we got married. I thought I’ve been showing you every day for five years.”


      Her heart squeezed. “You have. And it’s been the best time of my life, but I guess a little part of me worries I tied you down.”


      “Or,” he said, “you worried that you were tied down.”


      She stared at him. “I shouldn’t be shocked that you know me better than myself.” She closed her eyes and then opened them. “Yes,” she admitted softly. “I’ve never been so tied to a place, to a person. Until you. But,” she said when his eyes began to shutter, “it’s the way I want it. I want to be tied to you.”


      He studied her for a long moment and then his lips curved.


      “You’re picturing it, aren’t you,” she said drily. “Me tied.”


      “To my bed,” he said on a low laugh. “Yeah, a little bit. But mostly I’m liking knowing that you’re tied to my heart.”


      Aw. Damn, he was good. “I let my stupid fears get the most of me,” she admitted. “I was afraid of being a crazy wife and mom. I don’t know how to do this, Sawyer. I have no idea what I’m doing.”


      “You have the best instincts of anyone I know,” Sawyer said. “Just listen to them and you’ll do fine. As for being a crazy wife and mom—never going to happen.”


      The baby squirmed and then let out a howl.


      Chloe hugged her. “Hush, Bean,” she murmured softly, gently rocking her in her arms. “Mommy’s very busy having a freakout.”


      At the sound of her voice the baby went utterly still and then relaxed. Her eyes opened, that shocking newborn glorious blue blinking up at Chloe as she turned her little head so that her cheek rested on Chloe’s chest where Tara’s poor robe-turned-ball gown gaped.


      The skin-to-skin contact seemed to comfort the infant, and she closed her eyes again, content to lie there.


      A feeling of peace washed over Chloe. Peace and…


      Contentment.


      She looked up into Sawyer’s dark, warm gaze, and that feeling washed over her again, doublefold now. “You’re right,” she whispered.


      “Wow,” he said. “You’re more tired than I thought if you’re admitting that.”


      She laughed, and shook her head, and then let her smile fade. “I’m sorry I was so hard on you. I nearly pushed you away—”


      “Impossible,” he said. “Don’t you know yet? If I ever lost you, I’d lose myself.”


      Her eyes filled again. “Oh, Sawyer. I’m so sorry—”


      He put a finger over her lips and then bent low and replaced it with his mouth, effectively silencing her with a soft, sweet, meaningful kiss. “No apologies for your emotions,” he murmured. “Ever.”


      She relaxed, letting his love and affection feed her soul, relieved and grateful he understood her.


      Sawyer looked down at the baby and then back into Chloe’s eyes. “Thank you for my daughter. For being my wife. For being my entire life. Merry Christmas, Chloe.”


      “Merry Christmas,” she whispered back, knowing that this was one she’d never forget.


      “Can we come in now?” asked a muffled voice from the other side of the office door, one with imperious attitude and a southern accent.


      Tara.


      “Yes,” Chloe called, and to her shock and surprise, the entire town seemed to squeeze into the office. Her sisters. Her sisters’ husbands. Lucille. Mallory. All their friends. There was champagne and toasts, and through it all, Chloe couldn’t take her eyes off her new baby daughter or her husband.


      “Happy?” Sawyer quietly asked her.


      “Happy doesn’t even begin to cover it.”
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        Chapter 1

      


      I want a hoedown wedding.”


      Callie Sharpe, wedding site designer and planner, was professional enough to not blink at this news. “A hoedown wedding.”


      “Yes,” her client said via Skype. “The bridesmaids want to wear cowboy boots, and Jimmy wants to eat pigs in a blanket at the reception. You okay with that?”


      “Sure,” Callie said to her laptop. After all, she loved pigs in a blanket, so who was she to judge? “It’s your day, whatever you want.”


      Her bride-to-be smiled. “You really know your wedding stuff. And you always look so wonderful. I love your clothes. Can I see what shoes you’re wearing? I bet they’re fab too.”


      Callie didn’t let her easy smile slip. “Oh, but this is about your wedding, not my shoes. Let’s talk about your invitations—”


      “Please?”


      Callie sighed. For the camera, she wore a silky cami and blazer. Out of camera range, she wore capri yoga pants that doubled as PJs and…bunny slippers. “Whoops,” she said. “I’ve got another call. I’ll get back to you.”


      “But—”


      She disconnected and grimaced. “Sorry,” she said to the client who could no longer hear her. She went back to work, clicking through page after page of the season’s new wedding dresses, uploading the ones she liked best. She switched to the latest invitation designs next. And then unique party favors and stylish accessories.


      You really know your wedding stuff.


      Unfortunately, this was true. She’d been a bride once, the most silly, hopeful, eager bride ever. Well, an almost bride. She’d gotten all the way to the church before getting stood up, and since that memory still stung, she shoved it aside. She’d married something else instead—she’d united her strong IT skills with her secret, deeply buried love of all things romantic—and had created TyingTheKnot.com. On a daily basis, she dealt with demanding, temperamental, and in lots of cases, batshit-crazy brides, all looking for their happily-ever-after. She’d made it her job to give them the dream.


      It was exhausting. Standing, Callie stretched and moved to the wall of windows. Her apartment was one of three in a battered old warehouse that had once been a cannery, then a saltwater taffy manufacturer, and then, in the fifties, a carnival boardinghouse. The building wasn’t much to write home about, but the view made the insufficient heat and lack of insulation worth it.


      Mostly.


      Today, the waters of Lucky Harbor were a gorgeous azure blue, dotted with whitecaps thanks to a brutal mid-November wind that was whistling through the tangle of steel rafters, metal joists, and worthless heating ducts above her.


      Callie had grown up in this small, quirky Washington coastal town sandwiched between the Pacific Ocean and the Olympic Mountains, and once upon a time, she hadn’t been able to get out of here fast enough. There’d been more than one reason for that, but she was back now, and not exactly because she wanted to be.


      There was a man in the water swimming parallel to the shore. Passing the pier, he moved toward the north end and the row of warehouses, including the one she stood in.


      Transfixed, she watched the steady strokes and marveled at his speed. He might as well have been a machine given how efficiently and effectively he cut through the water.


      Callie had been in those waters, although only in the summertime. She couldn’t even swim to the end of the pier and back without needing life support.


      But the man kept going.


      And going.


      After a long time, he finally turned and headed in, standing up in the water when he got close enough. After the incredible strength he’d shown swimming in the choppy surf, she was surprised when he limped to the sand. Especially since she couldn’t see anything wrong with him, at least from this distance.


      He was in a full wetsuit, including something covering his head and most of his face. He peeled this off as he dropped to his knees, and she gasped.


      Military-short dark hair and dark eyes. And a hardness to his jaw that said he’d had the dark life to go with.


      He looked just like…oh, God, it was.


      Tanner Riggs.


      While she was standing there staring, her cell phone started ringing with the I Love Lucy theme song, signaling her grandma was calling. Eyes still glued to the beach—and the very hot man now unzipping his wetsuit—she reached for her phone. “Did you know Tanner Riggs was home?” she asked in lieu of a greeting.


      “Well, hello to you too, my favorite nerd-techie granddaughter.”


      “I’m your only granddaughter,” Callie said.


      “Well, you’re still my favorite,” Lucille said. “And yes, of course I know Tanner’s in town. He lives here now. Honey, you’re not reading my Instagram or you’d already know this and much, much more.”


      She didn’t touch that one. The sole reason she was back in Lucky Harbor and not in San Francisco was her grandma.


      Callie’s dad—Lucille’s only son—had been an attorney. Actually, both of her parents had been, and even retired, they still liked things neat and logical.


      Grandma Lucille was neither, and Callie’s parents were pretty sure her grandma was no longer playing with a full set of marbles. Callie had drawn the short stick to come back and find out what needed to be done. She’d been here two weeks, staying in the rental because she needed to be able to work in peace. Her grandma had loaned her the car since she’d been soundly rejected by the DMV for a license renewal. The two of them had daily meals—mostly lunches, as Lucille’s social calendar made the queen of England look like a slacker. But there’d been no sign of crazy yet.


      Not that Callie could give this any thought at the moment, because Tanner shoved the wetsuit down to his hips.


      Holy.


      Sweet.


      Baby.


      Jesus.


      Back in her high school days, a quiet brainiac like Callie had been invisible to him. Which had never gotten in the way of her fantasies, as the teenage Tanner Riggs had been rangy, tough, and as wild as they came.


      He’d filled in and out, going from lanky teen to a man who looked like every inch of him was solid muscle, not a spare ounce of fat in sight.


      Was he still tough and wild and a whole lot of trouble?


      Oblivious to both her musings and the fact she was drooling over him, Tanner moved to the fifty-foot sport boat moored at the dock where he came face-to-face with a teenager who looked just like him down to his dark hair, dark eyes, and that air of wildness. Callie actually blinked in shock. Unless time travel was involved and Tanner had come back as his fifteen-year-old self, she was looking at his son.


      The two males spoke for a moment, the teen’s body language sullen and tense, Tanner’s calm, stoic, and unreadable. Then, still shirtless, his wetsuit low on his hips, Tanner hopped lithely onto the boat and shimmied his way up the mast, moving seemingly effortlessly on the strength of his arms and legs. He had something between his teeth, a rope, she saw, and damn if her heart didn’t sigh just a little bit at watching him climb with heart-stopping, badass grace.


      “He’s certainly romance hero worthy,” her grandma said in her ear, nearly making Callie jump. She’d forgotten she was on the phone.


      “Tall, dark, and a bit attitude ridden on the outside,” her grandma went on, “but on the inside, he’s really just a big softie.”


      Callie couldn’t help it; she laughed. From her view, there was nothing soft about Tanner Riggs.


      Nothing.


      Not his body, not his mind, and certainly not his heart. “I remember him,” she said softly. And what she remembered was getting her teenage heart crushed. “I need to go, Grandma. But I’ll come by for lunch.”


      “Good. I want to introduce you to the guy I think I’m going to take on as my new boyfriend.”


      Callie tore her gaze off Tanner and looked at her phone. “Wait—what? I’ve been here two weeks, and you haven’t mentioned this.”


      “Yes, well, sometimes you can be a little prudish about these things.”


      “I’m not prudish.”


      “And you think I’m losing it,” Lucille said. “That one might be true.”


      “Oh, Grandma.”


      “I mean, just the other night I lost my glasses. And they were right on my head. Someone told me I needed to eat more blueberries to boost my memory. Which reminds me to ask, why couldn’t it be drink vodka, or something good, to regain some memory?”


      Callie rubbed the headache brewing between her eyes. “Back to the taking on a boyfriend thing…”


      “Well, I’ll need your definition of boyfriend first,” her grandma said.


      Callie stared at the phone. “Maybe we should forget the blueberries and have your hormone levels checked.”


      Lucille laughed. “I didn’t tell you about the boyfriend because my sweetie and I like to keep things on the down-low. And plus it was a test. A test to see if you’ve got skills to sniff out the dirt like I do. You failed, by the way.”


      “You mean because I’m not a snoop?” Callie asked, trying not to picture her eighty-plus grandma having a “sweetie.” “And you do realize you have a reputation as the town’s unofficial media relations director, right?”


      “Yep. Although I’m lobbying to make it official—as in a paid position.” She laughed when Callie snorted. “I swear, honey, it’s like you’re not even related to me. And anyway, how is it that you’re the one who taught me how to work a computer and what social media was, and yet you don’t utilize them to your favor?”


      “You mean manipulate them?” Callie asked. “And I taught you all that because I thought you were getting elderly and bored and your mind would go to rot. I didn’t know you were going to terrorize people with it!”


      Lucille laughed. “I’ve got a bunch of good years left before I’ll even consider getting elderly and bored. And no worries, my elevator still goes to the top floor. Come on over, honey. I’ve got to put the new registration sticker on the car; it just came in the mail. Nice that the state allows me to pay them for the car they won’t license me to drive, huh? To sweeten the deal, I’ve got dessert from Leah at the bakery. She makes the best stuff on the planet.”


      Callie blew out a breath. “Okay, I’ll bring the main course, something from the diner.”


      “I could make my famous fried chicken.”


      Last week, Lucille had set her fried chicken on fire and had nearly burned her house to the ground. Hence the “famous.” Which was really more like infamous. “I’m on a diet,” Callie fibbed.


      “That’s ridiculous,” Lucille said, obviously outraged. “You don’t need to go on a diet to catch a man. You look fantastic! I mean, you’re a little short, but your curves are all the rage right now. And sure, you can come off as a little standoffish, but I blame your parents and their inability to love anyone other than themselves for that, not you.”


      Callie choked back her laugh. It was true; she was the product of two college sweethearts who’d been so crazy in love with each other that nothing had ever really penetrated their inner circle—including their own child. They’d raised her kindly and warmly enough, but her quiet upbringing had left her introverted and preferring the company of a computer to that of people. “I’m not trying to catch a man,” she said.


      “Well, that’s a shame. And not to add any pressure, but you do know Eric’s around too, right?”


      Eric. Damn. Just the sound of her ex’s name made her stomach cramp. “Eric who?” she asked casually.


      Lucille cackled. “Atta girl. Perfectly normal tone. But next time, no hesitation. That was a dead giveaway. Just be forewarned that your ex-fiancé—may his soul turn black—has married and has a kid on the way.”


      Callie told herself she didn’t care that the man who’d left her at the altar due to a sudden severe allergy to commitment had apparently managed to overcome said allergy.


      “And I’m not sure how long you’re planning on staying in Lucky Harbor,” her grandma went on, “but I doubt you’ll be fortunate enough to avoid him. He’s the only dentist in town. So the question is, how are your teeth? In good condition? You flossing daily? You might want to make sure you are.”


      Callie thunked her head against the window, and when she looked up again, she was startled to realize that Tanner was back on the dock and looking right at her.


      For a minute, her heart stopped. “I’ve got to go, Grandma.” She needed to be alone to process things. Like the fact that Eric was in town. And also that her very first, very painful, very humiliating crush was as well, and he’d grown into the poster child for Hottest Guy Ever.


      “Wait,” Lucille said. “Bring salads, because you might be right about a diet. The one of us who is going to get lucky needs to stay hot and all that.”


      Oh, boy. “Salads it is.” Still on the phone, Callie forced herself away from the window, heading directly to her refrigerator. More accurately, her freezer, where she had two choices. “Ice cream or vodka?”


      “Tough decision,” her grandma said. “But I’d go with vodka.”


      It was a tough decision, but as it was still early and she wasn’t the one trying to look hot, she passed over the vodka and reached for the ice cream. Breakfast of champions, right? She had a wooden spoon out of the drawer and the lid off the ice cream when she remembered. Ice cream was sugar. Sugar was bad for her teeth. And bad teeth required a dentist. “Crap.”


      “What?” Lucille asked.


      Screw it, she needed this ice cream. “Nothing.”


      “Did you hear what I said about Eric?”


      “Yeah.” Callie took her first bite. “I’ll floss.” She was older and wiser now. No big deal. Plus her hefty armor of indifference and cynicism toward romance and happily-ever-after would help. “I’ll be fine.”


      “Do you want me to set you up with another hottie? ’Cause no offense, honey, but you could do a lot better than Eric anyway. Listen, I’ll start a poll for you on my Tumblr asking who people want to see you with—”


      “No!” Callie nearly went back to the freezer. “No,” she said again, firmly. “No men.”


      “A woman then?” Lucille asked. “Being a bisexual is in style.”


      Forget the vodka. She needed a new life. Maybe on Mars. “Grandma, I love you,” Callie said. “I love you madly, but I don’t want to discuss my love life with you.”


      “You mean your lack of?”


      She sighed. “Or that.”


      “Fair enough,” Lucille said. “But for the record, we can discuss mine anytime you want.”


      “Noted.”


      “I mean, it’s amazing what those little blue pills can do to a man, let me tell you. He can just keep going and going like the Energizer Bunny—”


      “Really gotta go,” Callie said quickly. “I’ll see you later.” She disconnected, and she and the ice cream made her way back to the window.


      Tanner was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 2

      


      The ice cream didn’t cut it. Needing caffeine, Callie went back to her kitchen before remembering her coffeemaker had died and gone to heaven the day before.


      Damn. This was going to require a trip into town. And possibly seeing people. Which in turn meant kicking off her slippers and shoving her feet into her fake Uggs. Quite the look, but she wasn’t planning on socializing. This was purely a medicinal trip.


      In light of that, she skipped the diner and hit the bakery, thinking she’d get in and out faster. What she hadn’t planned on was the amazing, mouthwatering scent of the place and the way it drew her straight to the doughnut display. A pretty brunette was serving behind the counter. “How can I help you?”


      “You Leah?” Callie asked.


      “Yep.”


      “Perfect. It’s rumored you make the best desserts on the planet.”


      “True story,” Leah said.


      “I’ll take a small coffee and two of those powdered-sugar doughnuts then,” Callie said, pointing to the display.


      “Excellent choice. They solve all problems.”


      “Yeah?” Callie asked.


      “Well, no. But they taste amazing.”


      “Good enough,” Callie said.


      Two minutes later, lost in a doughnut-lust haze, she’d forgotten her resolve to get in and get out. Instead, in a hurry to ingest the sugar, she looked for a seat in the crowded place. She finally snagged the last table and tried to look busy so that no one would ask to share it. But given the long line, the odds were against her. Which in turn meant she was going to have to be social.


      Damn.


      That should be in her game plan, she decided. Help out her grandma and also learn to be social with something other than her laptop and vibrator while she was at it. Shaking her head at herself, she dug in, taking a huge first bite and maybe, possibly, moaning as the delicious goodness burst onto her tongue. Oh, yeah. Definitely the best powdered-sugar doughnuts on the planet.


      She took another bite, eyeballed the place, and then nearly did a spit take across the room when she caught sight of the man at the front of the line. His back was to her, but there was no mistaking those broad shoulders.


      Tanner had changed from his wetsuit and now wore dark, sexy guy jeans and a light windbreaker that said LUCKY HARBOR CHARTERS across his back. He was talking to Leah, but he was also scanning the place as if by old military habit.


      Don’t look at me, she thought. Don’t look—


      He looked. In fact, those dark eyes lasered in and locked unerringly right on hers.


      Her first reaction was a rush of heat. Odd, as she hadn’t had one of those in relation to a man in a while—but not completely surprising as Tanner was hotter than sin. An ice cube would’ve had a reaction to him.


      Self-awareness hit her, and reality. She looked down at herself. Yep, still wearing capri yoga pants and fake Uggs. Perfect. She was dressed like she didn’t own a mirror. Even worse, she wore no makeup and her hair…well, mostly the long strawberry blond waves had a serious mind of their own. The best that could be said this morning was that she’d piled them up on top of her head and they’d stayed. Thank God the messy topknot was in this year.


      Not that this knowledge helped, because when a woman faced her first crush, that woman wanted to look hot—not like a hot mess.


      “Is this chair taken?” Tanner asked.


      Callie promptly swallowed wrong. Sugar went down the wrong pipe and closed off her air passage. When had he left the line and moved to her side? And damn it, why couldn’t she breathe? Hiding this fact, she desperately went for a cool, unaffected look—difficult to pull off while suffocating.


      His dark eyes were warm and filled with amusement. “Yes?” he asked. “No chance in hell?”


      That’s when she realized there was something worse than asphyxiation in public—he didn’t recognize her.


      Damn. In a single heartbeat, she was reduced to that shy, quiet, socially inept girl she’d once been. Talk, she ordered herself. Say something. But when she opened her mouth, the only thing that came out was a squeak.


      And a puff of powdered sugar.


      “It’s okay,” he said, and started to turn away.


      This surprised her. The cocky, wild-man teenager she’d once known would’ve sent her a lazy smile and talked her into whatever he needed.


      But it’d been more than ten years, and she supposed people changed. She’d certainly changed. For one thing, she was no longer that quiet, studious dork with the foolishly romantic heart. Nope, now she was a suave, immaculately dressed professional…She kept her legs hidden and decided this could be a good thing. His not recognizing her meant that she could make a new first impression. She didn’t have to be a nerd. She could be whatever she wanted. Or more correctly, whatever she could manage to pull off. “Wait!” she called out to him. Maybe a little too loudly.


      Or a lot too loudly.


      Half the bakery startled and stared at her. And then in the next beat, everyone seemed to find their manners and scurried to look busy. Lowering her voice, Callie gestured to the free chair. “Sit,” she told Tanner. “It’s all yours.”


      He kicked the chair out for himself and sprawled into it. Sipping his coffee, he eyed her over the steam rising out of his cup, all cool, easy, masculine grace.


      She tried to look half as cool, but she wasn’t. Not even close. And she had a problem. A twofold problem.


      One, the table was tiny. Or maybe it was just that Tanner’s legs were long, but no matter how she shifted, she kept bumping into a warm, powerful thigh beneath the table.


      And two, his eyes. They were the color of rich dark melted chocolate.


      God, she loved dark melted chocolate.


      But he had no recollection of her. A definite blow to her already fragile, powder-sugar-coated self-esteem. She wished she didn’t care.


      But it was the damn high school crush.


      How did one get over a crush, anyway? Surely the statute of limitations was up by now. After all, he’d devastated her and hadn’t even noticed.


      To be fair, he’d had other things on his mind back then. She’d been a quiet, odd freshman, and he’d been a senior and the town’s football star. She’d loved him from afar until he’d graduated and left town. She knew his story was far more complicated than that, but her poor romantic heart had remained devastated by his absence for nearly two years. Then, during her last year of high school, Eric had moved in across the street. He and Callie had become a thing. They’d stuck, and by their last year of college, she’d had their wedding completely planned—and she did mean completely, from the exact color of the bridesmaids’ dresses, to the secluded beach where they’d say their vows, to the doves that would be released after they did…


      Yeah, there was a reason she understood her client brides as well as she did. She’d once been a batshit-crazy bride too. But she’d honestly believed that Eric would be the perfect groom and the perfect husband. After all, he’d spent years making her happy.


      Until the moment he stood her up at the altar.


      “You okay?” Tanner asked.


      “Sure.” Just lost in the past. But she was done with the past and took a bite to prove just how okay she really was. Bad move. Turns out it’s hard to swallow correctly once you’ve already choked. She then promptly compounded her error by gulping down some hot coffee on top of the sore throat and lump of doughnut that wouldn’t go down, and she commenced nearly coughing up a lung.


      She felt the doughnut being removed from her hand and then the coffee. Tanner had stood up and was at her side, patting her back as she coughed.


      And coughed.


      Yep, she was going to die right here, in yoga capris and fake Uggs.


      “Hang on,” Tanner said, and strode to the front counter of the bakery.


      From the dim recesses of her mind, she saw that he didn’t bother with the line, just spoke directly to Leah behind the counter, who quickly handed him a cup of water.


      Then he was back, pushing it into Callie’s hands.


      Nice and mortified, she took a sip of water, wiped her nose and streaming eyes with a napkin, and finally sat back. “I’m okay.”


      Tanner eyed her for a long moment, as if making sure she wasn’t about to stroke out on him, before finally dropping back in his chair.


      She opened her mouth but he shook his head. “Don’t try to talk,” he said. “Every time you do, you nearly die.”


      “But—”


      He raised an eyebrow and pointed at her, and she obediently shut her mouth. And sighed. She wanted to ask him about his limp, but he was right; she probably couldn’t manage talking without choking again.


      Way to wow him with a new first impression.


      A woman came into the bakery, eyed Tanner with interest and intent, and unbelievably he leaned in closer to Callie, as if they were in the midst of the most fascinating of conversations.


      “You settling into town okay at your new place?” he asked.


      “My new place?”


      “I see you watching me from your window.”


      Damn if she didn’t choke again.


      Seriously? She lifted a hand when he started to rise out of his chair, chased down the crumbs stuck in her throat with some more water, and signaled she was okay. “Sorry, rough morning.”


      “Let’s go back to the not-talking thing,” he said.


      Yeah, she thought. Good idea.


      A few minutes went by, during which Callie was incredibly aware of his leg still casually brushing hers. And also a new panic. Because now she realized she was trapped, forced to wait until he left first so that he wouldn’t catch sight of her wardrobe.


      But he looked pretty damn comfortable and didn’t appear to be in a rush to go anywhere.


      She drew out her coffee as long as she dared and eyed her second doughnut. She wanted it more than she wanted her next breath, but she didn’t trust herself. And what did he mean, he’d seen her watching him? She didn’t watch him. At least not all the time. “I don’t watch you,” she said.


      He slid her a look.


      “I don’t. I can’t even see you from my window.” She waited a beat to be struck by lightning for the lie. “I watch the water,” she clarified. “It calms me.”


      “Whatever you say.” He looked amused as he drank the last of his coffee. “So if I get up and go, are you going to choke again?”


      Funny. “I think it’s safe now,” she said stiffly. “And anyway, I’m going to be good and give up doughnuts.” Forever.


      Or until he left.


      “Good luck with that,” he said, still amused, damn him. “But as you already know now, Leah’s stuff is addictive.” He cast his gaze around the room, watchful. He caught sight of the perky brunette hovering near the door. “Can I walk you out?” he asked.


      Absolutely not. If he was afraid of the perky brunette, he was on his own. No way was Callie going to reveal her bottom half. With what she hoped was a polite, disinterested smile, she shook her head. She wasn’t moving again until he was gone, baby, gone.


      Just then, the little toddler at the table behind her dropped his pacifier. It rolled beneath her boots.


      He began to wail.


      Pushing her chair back, Callie picked it up and handed it to the mom with a smile before realizing she’d moved out enough for her body to be seen. With a mental grimace, she quickly scooted close to her table again and stole a glance at Tanner.


      He was smiling. “Cute,” he said.


      She blew out a breath. “I was in a hurry.”


      “No, I mean it,” he said. “Cute.”


      Cute? Puppies and rainbows were cute. Once upon a time she’d spent far too much time dreaming about him finding her so irresistibly sexy that he’d press her up against the wall and kiss her senseless.


      And he found her cute.


      “Maybe you should steer clear of the dangerous powdered sugar doughnuts next time,” he said. “In case there’s no one around to rescue you.”


      “I like to live dangerously,” she said, and because this was such a ridiculous statement, not to mention wildly untrue—she lived the opposite of dangerous and always had—she laughed a little.


      He smiled at her, and it was such a great smile it rendered her stupid and unable to control her mouth. “You don’t remember me.”


      “Sure I do,” he said, and pushed away from the table as he stood. His gaze met hers. “Seriously now. Be careful.”


      And then he headed to the door.


      Nope. He really didn’t remember her. Still, she watched him go.


      Okay, so she watched his fantastic butt go. After all, she was mortified and maybe a little bit pissy to boot, but she wasn’t dead.
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