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  Chapter One 


"Hey Meg, there's a good-looking guy in booth six asking to see you." 
Meg stopped rolling out pie dough to stare at Jane. For a split second her old fears screamed at her to sprint out the back door of the restaurant and not look back. With an effort she forced herself to relax. She had nothing to fear. Not after all this time. 
Would she ever feel completely safe? 
"Why would some guy want to see me?" She struggled to make her voice sound casual. 
"Maybe it's the universe's way of saying you need a man. When was the last time you had a date?" 
Meg poured apple filling in her empty pie shells. "Tom and Joe are all the men I need." 
"They don't count. Tom's your son and Joe's like your father." Jane's eyes shone with mischief. "I'm talking about an honest to goodness, getting naked between the sheets kind of man. Like the guy in booth six. He looks good in a suit, but I bet he'd look even better without it." 
"Jane! For Heaven's sakes. The customers will hear you." Meg pulled her away from the swinging doors leading into the restaurant. Jane had been like a baby sister to her for nearly seventeen years. Though Meg loved her dearly, sometimes she was incorrigible. She shook her head as she stared into the younger woman's eager blue eyes. 
Jane's blonde curls bounced as she grabbed Meg by the hand and gave a tug. "Aren't you even curious to see what the guy wants?" 
Meg held firm. "Probably just wants to sell me insurance." 
"Well, whatever he's selling, you should definitely buy." Jane pulled on her arm once more. "Come at least have a look." 
Meg sighed. "Okay, I'll look, but only because you're driving me crazy." 
She peered over the swinging doors and found she had a clear view of the man in booth six. He didn't look familiar, so she relaxed. She studied his face, with its long straight nose and dark brows. Because he was scrutinizing the menu, she couldn't determine the color of his eyes. A lock of dark brown hair fell over his forehead, and he pushed it away with an impatient gesture. 
She couldn't deny Jane's assessment. Something about the shape of his mouth, his strong, determined chin, even the restless tapping of his fingers against the table appealed to her. In another life she might have sat down across from him, smiled into his eyes and simply let nature take its course. 
But this wasn't another life, and she wasn't looking for a man in the here and now. The pang of regret she felt surprised her. She hadn't regretted the lack of a man in her life for a very long time. 
Jane gave her a little nudge towards the doors. "Humor me and at least find out what he wants. I'll even finish the pies." 
Meg glanced at the man just as he checked his watch. It was rude to keep him waiting, whoever he was. She took a fortifying breath, handed her apron to Jane and pushed through the doors. 
She stopped a few feet from his booth. Had Jane mentioned his name? From this close, he appeared tougher than the regular run-of-the-mill businessman. A jagged scar ran across the back of his hand, while another began at his left temple and disappeared into his eyebrow. 
She cleared her throat when he looked up, extending her hand to him. "I'm Meg Evans. You wanted to speak with me?" 
He stood and took her hand in a brief shake, his mouth unsmiling and tense. "I'm Zane Martin." He looked around. "Is there somewhere we can speak in private?" 
Warning bells clamored in her head. "Anything you have to say to me, you can say right here." There was no way she was going anywhere private with this guy. She slid into the seat across from his. 
He sat again and laid his hands on the table, his palms flat against the smooth brown Formica. Frowning, he said, "Are you sure? What I have to say is very personal." 
"Look, Mr. Martin, I don't know you. I have no idea what you could possibly want to say to me, but whatever it is, I'll hear it right here." She folded her arms across her chest. 
He studied her for a minute, his look enigmatic. She returned his scrutiny, wondering how he'd received the scars. Despite their dangerous appearance, they didn't take away from the attractiveness of the man. 
He fidgeted for a few seconds, and then suddenly blurted, "Your son got my daughter pregnant." 
Meg's jaw dropped. Whatever she had been expecting him to say, that hadn't been it. She blinked as the information seeped into her brain. She'd known Tom was dating a girl, though she'd never met her. But pregnant? No way. Tom would have said something. 
"I—I don't believe you." 
He gave a heavy sigh. "Trust me, I wouldn't kid about this." 
She splayed her hands on the table in front of her, her thoughts jumbled. "Tom's a university student. He doesn't have time for this." 
"I can assure you he had enough time to knock up my daughter." 
Meg gasped. "How can you be so crass?" 
He scowled. "How do you want me to be, lady? Any way you look at it, it's a bad situation." 
She slumped against her seat. "Well, you're not helping the situation by talking like that." 
He waved a hand to dismiss her comment. "That's neither here nor there. I'm here to talk about getting these two kids married as soon as possible." 
She straightened at his words and shook her head. "Married? Not bloody likely." 
His eyebrows rose. "Now who's being crass?" He leaned forward so that his gaze was level with hers. The scar on his face whitened, as his face turned an angry red. "Your son has to take responsibility for his actions." 
Meg leaned as far away from him as the bench seat would allow. "I'll talk to Tom. If what you say is true, I'll make sure he shoulders his share of the responsibility." She aimed her finger at him. "But your daughter has to be accountable for this situation as well." 
Zane nodded. "Of course. That's why I'm insisting on a marriage right away." 
Meg stood and placed her palms flat on the table as she leaned down closer to his face, feeling some measure of power by standing over him. "Make no mistake, Mr. Martin. Whether Tom is responsible for this pregnancy or not, there will not be a marriage between our children." 
He stood as well, and she had to straighten to look up into his tense face. "Look, Mrs. Evans, try to be reasonable." 
"It's Ms. Evans, and I'm being very reasonable. Pregnancy is not a good enough reason for two people to get married." When she realized people in nearby booths had stopped talking to listen to their heated conversation, she clamped her mouth shut. Heat crept up from her chest to her face and the skin prickled on her scalp. She lowered her voice. "This conversation is over." 
He grasped her arm when she tried to walk away. In that moment she had a clear sense of déjà vu, a memory of being grabbed in the same way. Her whole body tensed, preparing for the expected blow. When he pulled a business card from his breast pocket, she almost collapsed at his feet in relief. 
Shaking her arm free, she snatched at the card with trembling fingers. He held on to the business card for a moment before releasing it. "Call me after you've talked to your son." 
With a slight nod, he dropped some change on the table and walked away. Meg clutched the card between rigid fingers, her eyes focused on his straight back and broad shoulders. She almost laughed out loud as she recalled Jane's ludicrous suggestion about the man in booth six. She had no desire to see this man without his suit. In fact, she had no desire to ever see him again. 

      [image: ]As Zane walked out of Joe's Diner, he could feel the eyes of the lovely Ms. Evans boring holes into the back of his head. With her long dark hair pulled into a careless ponytail, she didn’t look old enough to have a son in university. But Tom was definitely her son. 
If he’d gone to the restaurant with nothing other than food on his mind today, he might have pursued a lunch date with her. It had been too long since he'd had an interesting dinner companion. 
Yes, under different circumstances, he might have gone after her, just based on the unexplained attraction he had experienced when he'd first seen her. Maybe he was just a sucker for big brown eyes. 
Bambi eyes. 
Unfortunately, Bambi had turned into a she-wolf bent on protecting her cub. He thought he'd suggested the only reasonable solution to their predicament. Not in his wildest imagination had he expected to come up against opposition to the idea of a marriage between their children. As far as he could see, it was the only answer. 
He was still reeling from the shock of Erin's and Tom's news the previous evening. They had discussed Erin's pregnancy for several hours and they had all agreed there was no alternative other than marriage. 
Even so, Zane had sensed reluctance in Tom. That had been the catalyst for his visit this morning to Joe's Diner, Tom's mother's place of employment. Although Meg Evans balked at the idea of marriage between their children, Zane knew it would only be a matter of time before she came around to his way of thinking. 
Pulling his cell phone from the clip on his belt, he punched in a familiar number. He leaned against his car while he waited for the phone to ring. It was answered almost immediately. 
"Hi Ma. How are you doing?" 
He pictured his mother's puzzled expression as he waited for her response. He rarely called her twice in as many days. 
"I'm just as fine as I was yesterday morning." He heard rustling as she sat down. "So Zane, to what do I owe the pleasure of a call from my only child two days in a row?" 
"I just wanted to tell you that I love you, Ma." How was he going to break the news to her? It would rip her heart in two. 
She gave a quiet laugh. "I know you do, son. So what's happened since yesterday that you had to call your dear old ma?" 
He didn't know any other way to tell her, so he decided to just get it over with in a rush. "How do you feel about coming to Winnipeg for a wedding?" 
"Zane! You're getting married again? That's wonderful! What's her name? I want to meet her." 
He almost choked. His mom sounded so enthusiastic that he almost wished he were getting married again, just so he wouldn't break her heart with his next words. He cut in on her excited response. "Uh, no Ma, not me. I'm not getting married." 
He could almost hear her deflating. "You're not? Oh, I'm sorry to jump to conclusions, dear, but I really wish you'd find someone to spend the rest of your life with." 
"Look who's talking. I don't see you rushing out to buy a wedding dress." 
He heard her sniff of disdain. "You're changing the subject, Zane." 
"I'm not the only unmarried one." 
"I refuse to get into this discussion. Now tell me the real reason you called." 
He chuckled. He knew he'd get a rise out of her. It served her right, bugging him about getting married a second time when she never married once. "Sorry, Ma. I couldn't resist." 
She chuckled too. "All right, you're forgiven. Now is someone getting married or not?" 
He sighed when he realized he couldn't put off the reason for his call any longer. "Yeah. Erin's getting married." 
"Erin? Our little Erin? She's not old enough to get married." 
"Ma, she's eighteen." 
"Still too young." 
He couldn't disagree with her, but that wasn't the issue. "She's pregnant." 
"O-o-ohh." 
Her disappointment came through loud and clear. He could only surmise she was remembering back to when she too was unmarried and pregnant, just like her granddaughter. At last she spoke. "Who's the father?" 
"His name is Tom Evans." 
"And how old is he?" 
Zane rotated a shoulder to release the tension. "Around twenty, I think." 
"So you've met him?" 
"Of course, I have Ma. What do you take me for? I like to meet the people my daughter hangs around with." Unfortunately, his vigilance hadn't stopped Erin from becoming pregnant. Maybe he'd failed his daughter, but he'd be damned if he'd fail her child. He wouldn’t allow his grandchild to grow up thinking his father didn't care about him. 
With effort, he forced his old resentments to the back of his mind. Before he could do that, he knew he needed to apologize. "I'm sorry, Ma. I didn't mean that to come out like it did." 
Her voice lowered and he could hear the tight emotion she tried to hide. "I know you didn't, dear." 
"You did a great job raising me on your own. You're the best mother a guy could ask for." 
"You can stop sucking up, Zane." 
"I know, but I am so—" He realized he was about to apologize again. "I don't want Erin's kid to grow up with people thinking he's less than good enough." 
He heard the catch in her voice as she spoke. "I'm sorry you had to grow up that way, son." 
"I know you are, Ma. But hey, I turned out all right, didn't I?" 
She gave a forced laugh. "Yeah, you did." He heard her take a deep breath. "This Tom Evans. Is...is he nice?" 
Zane pictured Tom in his mind. He was a good-looking kid, obviously taking after his mother. He forced his thoughts back to the conversation. "Yeah Ma, he's nice." 
He'd first met Erin's boyfriend about a month ago and had been impressed with Tom's intelligence and dedication to his studies. He'd liked what he had seen of the boy. His daughter's news the night before had dampened some of his enthusiasm for the young man, but he was willing to work on the relationship for Erin's sake. After all, young Tom would be his son-in-law soon enough. 

      [image: ]Meg stumbled through the rest of her shift by operating on a kind of automatic pilot. Jane noticed her distraction, but because the restaurant was packed with the lunch crowd, she hadn't had a chance to quiz her. For that small mercy Meg was grateful. 
When her shift ended, she fled, too upset to withstand Jane's questions, however well-meaning they might be. Instead, she lied about having an appointment she was already late for. Thinking about it now as she waited for Tom in the kitchen of their apartment, she winced. Would the lies never end? She'd told so many over the past seventeen years that it was sometimes hard to remember what was fact and what was fiction. 
She made herself a cup of her favorite herbal tea, letting the aroma calm her. She'd need to be calm to deal with Tom and the predicament he'd apparently managed to get into. Meg sighed as she sipped the hot liquid. She'd rarely had occasion to be disappointed with Tom. He was a wonderful son, loving and thoughtful, and he'd made her proud many times over the years. Every time she recalled the day he'd won a full scholarship to the engineering program at the university, her heart filled with pride. Life hadn't been easy for them, but the love and support of the Evans family had made everything bearable. She gave herself a mental shake. Well, almost bearable. 
She shuddered at the memory of the months they'd lived on social assistance. Never had she felt so inadequate as a person and as a mother. However, with those feelings had come a determination to carve out a better life for herself and her son. She’d landed a job as a dishwasher at Joe's Diner, and Joe and Maria Evans had taken her in, both as an employee and as a daughter. For that and for them, she would always be grateful. 
Meg heard Tom's key turn in the lock. He entered, carrying an armful of books and looking tired and disheveled. When he saw her drinking tea at the kitchen table, he said, "Hi Mom. I didn't expect to see you home so early. Is there anything to eat?" He dumped his books on a chair near the door and came to sit across from her. 
He ran a hand through his hair, the gesture speaking of fatigue and stress. Final exams for his third year of engineering loomed ahead like black clouds on the horizon. He needed to maintain good marks to keep his scholarship. There was no way Meg could afford to send him to university without it. 
And now Zane Martin was demanding that Tom marry his daughter. No wonder her son looked stressed. "I'll make something to eat in a minute. There's something I need to talk to you about first." 
His expression reminded her so much of his father that she had to turn away. Sometimes Tom's resemblance to Paul was so eerily similar, her breath caught in her throat. She thanked God every day that was where the resemblance with his father ended. 
Tom rubbed his face in a weary gesture. "There's something I need to talk to you about, too." He sighed. "I think you might know what it's about. Has Zane Martin spoken to you?" 
She took his hand. "He came to see me at the restaurant this morning. Why don't you tell me your story and we'll compare notes?" 
"You're not going to like what I have to say." 
Meg squeezed Tom's fingers. "Probably not, but I'm not going to love you any less." 
Tom looked away but he didn't remove his hand. He cleared his throat. "I'm going to be a father." 
"Oh." Meg shook her head. "It wasn't any easier hearing it from you." 
"I'm sorry, Mom." His voice cracked with emotion. "I don't know how it happened." 
Meg experienced a flashback with his words. She had uttered a similar statement in her own predicament, but she didn't want to make the same mistake her parents had made with her. Even after twenty years, she could still hear the recriminations. Taking a deep breath, she tried to focus on the humor of his words. "Oh, I think you know how it happened." 
Tom grimaced and pulled his hand away. He looked up at the ceiling as if the water stain in the corner had some answers, then swung his gaze back to her. "You know what I mean, Mom." 
All traces of humor left her. "Yeah, I do." She could barely choke out the words. 
He ran his hand through his hair once more and lowered his gaze. "I don't know if I'll be able to love this kid and look after it the way you've loved me." 
Meg pushed back her chair and went around the table to hug her son. "Of course you will, honey." She pushed back the dark hair from his forehead. "You're a loving and caring person." 
He hugged her back. "You taught me well." He buried his head in her shoulder but not before she saw the sheen of tears in his eyes. 
Meg held him close, giving him a moment to compose himself. When he pulled out of her embrace, she went back to her chair. A tear slipped down her cheek and she wiped at it in surprise. "Sorry about that. I haven't come to grips with the idea of you being a father yet." She forced a smile. "So, what are your plans?" 
"Well, Erin's dad wants us to get married." 
Meg tensed, but she pushed back her frustration with Zane Martin's demands to focus on her son's needs. "Is that what you want?" 
He shrugged. "I'm not sure. I haven't really known Erin very long." 
Tom's words had her staring at him in disbelief. "Then what business did you have sleeping with her?" 
He shrugged. "It just sort of happened." 
"It just sort of happened? I can't believe you just said that." She heard the shrillness in her voice. "Nothing just sort of happens. I thought I'd raised you better." 
"I'm sorry, Mom." 
Meg closed her eyes and shuddered. "I'm sorry, too. I shouldn't have said that. I sounded exactly like my parents." 
Tom sent her a curious look. "Your parents?" 
The situation with Tom and Erin vividly brought back the past, along with all the difficult emotions of that time. Of course, Tom wouldn't remember his biological grandparents. He'd only been two when he'd last had contact with them. Joe and Maria Evans were the only grandparents he knew. The rest of his history had been a mixture of fantasy and reality that Meg had created to satisfy his curious mind. 
"I mean your biological grandparents, Tom. You know that I got pregnant with you when I was a teenager. My parents were pretty upset at first, but they came around after you were born." 
"Just before they died in that plane crash with my Dad and his folks." 
"Yeah." The lies burned in her throat, making it difficult to speak. When would they ever end? 
"I'm so confused, Mom." 
Meg leaned forward. "Whatever you do, don't let Erin and her dad force you into something you don't want." 
"I want to do the right thing." 
"Oh honey, you can still be a father to your child without marrying Erin." 
Tom's head came up and the look he sent her was full of pain and confusion. "But my dad married you when you got pregnant, right?" 
Meg's heart twisted in her chest. She'd given him only enough information about his father to satisfy his curiosity as he grew up. 
He'd asked a lot of questions as a young boy, and she’d concocted a story about how thrilled Paul was to be a father and how much he loved Tom. She'd invented a fairytale family for the three of them that ended when Paul, his parents and her parents died in a plane crash on the way to a fishing trip in northern Saskatchewan. 
Lying didn't come easy for Meg, but over the years she'd become a master. She hated herself for it, but she'd had to protect her son. 
"That was different. Your Dad and I grew up together. We'd known each other and each other's family all our lives. You barely know Erin. Can you honestly say you love her enough to stay with her the rest of your life? Because if you can't, it'll be even harder for your child when your marriage falls apart." 
Tom scrubbed at his face with his hands in a gesture of weariness. "No, I can't honestly say that right now. But I don't want my kid growing up without knowing his dad like I did." 
Meg swallowed a huge lump in her throat. She turned to stare at the philodendron across the room. When had she last watered it? 
Even though she tried to focus on something as mundane as the houseplant, she couldn't stop thinking about her son's questions. It was because of her that her son had grown up without his father. 
Had she done the right thing? 
"Your child won't grow up that way because you won't let him." She clutched at the green checked tablecloth as she carefully weighed her words. "For now, concentrate on being the best dad, and the best person, that you can be." 
Tom nodded once and released a pent-up breath. "So you think I can be a good dad, even if I don't marry Erin?" 
Meg sighed in relief. "I know you can, honey. Maybe sometime in the future you and Erin will fall in love and be ready for marriage." Taking a closer look at Tom, she realized her baby was almost all grown up. And now he had a baby of his own on the way. She blinked with her next thought. She was going to be a grandmother. 
The ringing of her cell phone interrupted her revelation. Frowning, she got up to answer it, annoyed to have her thoughts of impending grandmotherhood cut short. Zane Martin answered her hello without a similar greeting. 
"Is your son ready to marry my daughter?" 







  
  Chapter Two 


"I've spoken to my son, Mr. Martin." His determination to have Tom marry Erin only stiffened her resolve to ensure the marriage didn't happen. "Tom doesn't deny that he's the baby's father, and he's prepared to take an active part in the baby's life, but he's not marrying Erin." 
For a moment there was total silence and Meg thought the line had gone dead. Then she heard Zane's intake of breath. 
"I don't want my grandchild thought of as a bastard." His deep voice cracked with emotion. 
Meg could practically feel his anger vibrate over the phone lines. She closed her eyes, reliving her father's words. I'll not raise a bastard in my house.  She shuddered at the memory. 
"Mr. Martin, people don't think that way anymore. Being married isn’t a prerequisite for having children. Tom can still be a good father to their child.”
“Playing daddy when the mood strikes is not the same as being around every day,” Zane ground out. 
"Maybe not,” Meg conceded, “but I understand that Erin is a university student as well. The important thing here is that both Erin and Tom be allowed to finish their studies and that the baby is well cared for and loved." 
"What's to stop him from skipping out of town and leaving Erin to face the consequences alone?" She could hear the sneer in his voice. 
"What will stop him is his honor and integrity. Tom intends to stand beside Erin through her pregnancy and beyond." 
"If your son had any honor and integrity he wouldn't be hiding behind his mother's skirts right now, and Erin sure as hell wouldn't be pregnant." 
Meg's anger bubbled over. How dare he speak like that about her son? "Mr. Martin—" 
"Look, Ms. Evans." He said her name as if it were something distasteful. "Either your son marries my daughter immediately or I'll have charges drawn up against him." 
"Charges?" Nausea bubbled in Meg’s stomach. "What are you talking about?" 
"I'm talking about rape, Ms. Evans. You and your son can think about whether you'd rather have him married or in jail. But don't think too long." 
The phone in her hand went dead and she realized he'd hung up on her. She set her phone on the coffee table with a shaking hand, her stomach pitching violently. What had Tom gotten himself into? 

      [image: ]Erin was waiting to pounce on Zane as soon as he opened the front door the next afternoon. 
"Oh my God, Daddy, what have you done?" 
Her complexion was even more pale than usual. Her long blonde hair curled around her face, reminding him of her mother. 
The anger in her dark blue eyes also reminded him of her mother. 
"I'm looking after things, sweetheart. Don't worry about it." 
He reached out to touch her, but she evaded him. 
"Don't worry about it?" She bit out the words in a tone he'd never heard her use before, her eyes narrowed. "You're threatening to have my boyfriend thrown in jail for rape and I'm not to worry about it?" 
"Erin, he has to take responsibility for what he's done." 
She took a step closer to him, her body shaking and her voice vibrating with anger. "What he's done? What about what I've done, Daddy? I invited him over when I knew you wouldn't be home, and I took him to my room. He told me he didn't have any condoms with him, but I told him it was okay because I was on the pill, even though I wasn’t." 
Zane's gut twisted. This was his baby talking. "God, Erin, why would you do a thing like that?" 
She lifted her chin in a gesture of defiance. "Because Tom is good-looking and funny and smart and because I wanted him." 
"Sweet Jesus." Sweat broke out on his forehead. He couldn't believe this was his little girl talking, the one who'd played with Barbie dolls till she was fourteen. But his little girl was all grown up and it was the grown-up Erin he had to deal with. "So you're saying it was consensual?" 
"Of course it was. I'm eighteen years old and I can decide who I sleep with. If you try to say otherwise, I'll certainly set everyone straight." She took one step closer and looked him right in the eye. "Unless you drop this ridiculous notion of rape and apologize to Tom and his mother, I'll move out right now and find somewhere else to have my baby." 
Panic bubbled through him. How could she manage by herself, alone and pregnant? The thought of Erin being hurt or sick scared him as nothing else in the world could. 
"All right, fine. I'll talk to Ms. Evans again. Just don't go anywhere." 
She nodded. "And I'm going to continue to see Tom." 
"You'll not sleep with him in this house." 
She grinned. "It's a little late for the warning." She rose on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek. "I love you, Dad." 
Zane put his arm around her and laid his cheek on the top of her head. "I love you too, kiddo." 
When he released her, Erin picked up her backpack and headed to the door. For the first time Zane noticed the small bump in her belly. "I have to get to class. Try not to have anyone arrested while I'm out." 
"Very funny." 
She blew him a kiss as she slipped out the door. A moment later Zane heard her trusty Honda wheeze to life, and he went to the front window to watch her drive away. 
He sighed. When had she become so damn sassy and independent? But then he remembered how as a six-year-old she'd refused to let him buy clothes for her. She insisted on shopping for herself, with him along only in his capacity as money handler and shopping bag holder. He grinned at the memory. Maybe she'd been a grown-up for a long time and he hadn't noticed. 
She was certainly grown up enough to know that issuing threats and ultimatums was the strategy of a bully. He winced. He couldn't stand people who intimidated others and yet that was exactly what he'd done. He owed Ms. Evans and her son an apology. 
He drove by the Evans' apartment, hoping to catch her before she left for work. He pushed the intercom button for her suite. No response. Zane was about to leave when she walked briskly out the front door. 
Today she wore her hair loose around her shoulders and it shone with the blue-black intensity of a blackbird's wing. Her eyes were the color of dark chocolate, so deep that he couldn't tell where the irises ended and the pupils began. They were framed by thick, dark lashes that swept her cheeks when she lowered her gaze. In contrast to her dark hair and eyes, her skin had the delicate hue of porcelain. 
"Ms. Evans, may I have a word with you?" As he spoke, he touched her arm lightly. 
She froze, panic evident on her face. Zane stopped in his tracks and dropped his hand from her arm. 
She was afraid of him, and he couldn't blame her. He was big, his scars often frightened people, and he'd threatened to have her son thrown in jail. Intimidating women was not his style. He was disgusted with himself. 
"I'm sorry, Ms. Evans. I didn't mean to startle you. I only want to talk." 
She stepped back, her gaze darting around. She was probably looking for something she could use as a weapon. 
He put up his hands in surrender. "I'm not going to hurt you. I came here to apologize for what I said yesterday." 
"You want to apologize?" She sounded as if she didn't believe him. 
"The things I said yesterday, I was out of line. My daughter explained that the—" He stumbled over his vocabulary to find an innocuous word. "That the relationship between them was consensual. I was upset and angry and I jumped to conclusions. I'm sorry." 
"I see." She adjusted the strap of her purse. "I appreciate you telling me this. Now if you'll excuse me, I have to get to the restaurant." 
"Wait." Suddenly it was important to Zane that she understood why he wanted Tom and Erin to marry and make their child legitimate. "I know you're in a hurry, but could you hear me out?" 
An older gentleman came out of the apartment building just then and Meg moved aside to let him pass, smiling in acknowledgement when he said hello. It was the first time he'd seen her smile, and it blew him away. Something deep and primitive moved inside his heart. When she looked up at him, the was smile gone. 
"I can't imagine anything you could tell me that would change the situation." She pointedly checked her watch. 
Zane took a deep breath. "My mother had me when she was eighteen, in a time when pregnant girls gave up their babies for adoption and never spoke of them again. But she didn't. She raised me herself, supported both of us, and looked after her elderly parents as well. But a lot of people in that small town wouldn't let either of us forget that I'd been born without benefit of clergy. I don't want my grandchild to grow up thinking he's not as good as everyone else. I want him to know his father loves him." 
Her eyes changed, softened, as she looked at him. "I want that too, Mr. Martin. Tom won't abandon his child and neither will I. He's my grandchild too, you know." 
He believed her. "Please. Call me Zane. If we're going to have a grandchild in common, I hope we can at least be civil enough to call each other by our first names." 
"All right." She tested it on her tongue. "Zane. You can call me Meg." 
"Meg." He liked the way she said his name and he wondered what it would sound like spoken in the heat of passion. He gave his head a mental shake. What the hell was he thinking? 
"This doesn't change anything," she said, her eyes wary once more. "Tom is still not going to marry Erin. They don't love each other. That's the only good reason to get married." 
"I know." 
"I don’t want to force them into a marriage they're going to feel trapped in. Marriage is hard enough for two people who love each other, but with the pressures of a baby..." 
She looked away, her brow furrowed in thought, or perhaps old memories. He wondered if Meg spoke from experience. But according to Tom, his father had died when he was a baby. 
She looked at her watch once more. "I'm really late. Thank you for coming by today." 
"Thank you for listening." 
She nodded and headed into the parking lot. Zane watched her slide into the driver's seat of an old Pontiac and drive away in a cloud of burning oil. He frowned, wondering if the ancient car was safe. 
He studied the apartment block she lived in, a nondescript, three-story brick building, devoid of any embellishments or style. 
Obviously, Meg and her son lived modestly. He knew from Erin that Tom attended university on a scholarship and worked hard to maintain his grades in order to keep it. To make money for books and transportation, he worked part-time at the restaurant. Zane couldn't help but admire the kid's tenacity and work ethic. 
He'd been mistaken to threaten Tom. It had been underhanded and just plain wrong. Maybe if he showed Tom the financial advantages of marrying his daughter, the kid would be more inclined to go along with his plans. 
A short while later Zane again found himself waiting in his car outside the Evans' apartment. He knew from Erin that Tom's first class of the day was at ten thirty in the morning and that he took the bus to the university most days. He checked his watch. Tom should be making his appearance at any moment. 
Right on cue, Tom stepped out of the apartment block, a backpack loaded with books slung over one shoulder. Zane stepped out of his car and called to him. 
"Tom, would you like a ride to the university?" 
The young man stopped, a look of uncertainty on his face. "Thanks, but I can get there on my own." 
Zane sighed. He hadn't given Tom or his mother much reason to trust him. "Look, I came to apologize. I spoke to your mother earlier and I was hoping to explain things to you as well." 
Tom took a step towards the car. "You spoke to my mother? And you're still standing? That must have been some explanation." 
Zane grinned. "Why don't you get in the car and I'll tell you all about it?" 
Tom walked to the car and opened the back door, tossing his backpack inside. "Why not? I hate taking the bus." 
Zane maneuvered through the morning traffic on Portage Avenue, taking the south exit onto Route 90. "First of all, I want to say I'm sorry for the threats I made against you. Erin explained things to me, how she...how the two of you..." He stopped, his mind unable to get around the thought of his baby girl seducing the young man sitting beside him. "Anyway, I know you didn't force her." 
"No. I didn’t." Tom looked straight ahead. 
"I was angry and frustrated, and I thought I was protecting my daughter. When your child is born, maybe you'll have an idea of how I feel about Erin.” 
“I suppose so.”
"I've had a chance to calm down and I realize that the best thing for Erin and the baby would be if you were a part of their lives." He paused, weighing his words. "I guess Erin has told you that I grew up without a father, just like you. I don't want that to happen to my grandchild." 
Tom turned to look at him, his expression fierce. "I don't want my kid to grow up with nothing but an empty spot where his father is supposed to be." 
For the first time Zane realized that Tom Evans wasn't some hormone-driven kid who'd carelessly slept with Erin. He had real feelings for his unborn child. Zane felt a grudging admiration for the boy. 
He stopped at a red light and glanced at Tom. "Erin's probably told you that I own a construction company, Sloane Construction." 
"Yeah, she told me. She said she's worked there the last two summers, helping out in the office." 
"We're a busy office, especially in the summer. We have a residential construction branch and also a branch that builds commercial structures." He turned his attention back to his driving as the light turned green. "I can always use a smart, hardworking guy on my team, especially a guy with training in structural engineering." 
"Are you offering me a job?" 
The kid was quick, he'd give him that. "Yeah. When exams are over you can work for the construction crew in the commercial branch this summer. After you get your degree, we can talk." 
Tom gave him the same sort of wary look his mother had given him earlier, as if he didn't quite know whether to trust him. "What will we talk about?" 
"Well, if you fit in with the crew this summer, we can talk about a more permanent position when you finish your degree. The pay in the industry is pretty competitive." He named a nice, round figure, trying to sound casual. "I've been thinking about expanding the commercial division, but I'd need someone to run it, a partner I could trust." He turned to glance at Tom. "I could trust my son-in-law." 
Tom nodded. "I see. So, in other words, if I marry Erin, not only will I get a good paying job in my chosen field, I have the opportunity to become a full partner, and in time, possibly the owner of one of the biggest construction firms in Winnipeg." 
The kid really did catch on quickly. "That's about right." 
"That's bribery." 
"I like to think of it as an incentive for potential employees." 
"Do you offer your daughter to all potential employees?" 
Zane pulled into a parking spot in front of the engineering building. He turned sharply towards Tom. Tom's face was set in angry lines. "Before you offer Erin as some sort of consolation prize, think again. She's worth a hell of lot more than that." He got out of the car and grabbed his backpack from the rear seat. "Thanks for the ride." 
He slammed both doors of the Lexus and walked away, anger evident in every stride. 
Zane leaned back against the headrest. Once more he'd mishandled the Evans family. But despite the mess he'd made of things he'd made an interesting discovery. Tom Evans had feelings for his daughter. He only hoped they were strong enough to last a lifetime. 







  
  Chapter Three 


Meg stood on the front step of Zane Martin's house, vibrating with anger. The elegant lines of the impressive three-story brick structure, the manicured grounds and the expensive car in the driveway only fueled her fury. Who the hell did he think he was? 
Just because he had money didn't give him the right to manipulate people, to push them into situations that would affect them for the rest of their lives. 
A girl with blonde hair falling in thick waves around her shoulders, answered her impatient knock. They stared at each other for a moment, neither of them quite knowing what to say. Meg cleared her throat. 
"Erin? I'm Meg Evans, Tom's mother." She held out her hand. 
Erin blinked once and then took her hand, shaking it briefly with a firm, confident grip. She was shorter than Meg, maybe five foot three, with an angelic oval face of pale alabaster. But despite her petite stature and delicate features, Meg sensed a strong woman in the making. 
"It's nice to finally meet you, Ms. Evans," she said. "Please come in." 
She stepped aside to let Meg pass. The inside of the house proved even more impressive than the outside. The heels of her sensible work shoes clicked against the marble tiled floor. Tasteful pieces of art decorated the walls in strategic places. Meg got the feeling they were there more to impress visitors than because of any deep, abiding love the owner might have felt for them. 
However beautiful
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