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      Loss brings them together. Will their pact to raise an orphaned newborn help them find love and happily-ever-after?

      

      English professor Elijah M. Clayton, Jr., has promised his dying cousin he’ll raise her unborn daughter, but he knows he can’t do it on his own. His search for a wife fails miserably until he meets Beatrix-35 at a speed-dating event. Unfortunately, the ASD he does his best to conceal turns his best hope into another failure.

      

      Plumber Beatrix Glouster is convinced she’s finally met a good guy in Elijah-34—until his probing questions about babies and breastfeeding lead her to suspect he’s more pervert than perfect. After a pregnancy loss and divorce six years ago, she isn’t willing to settle. Then an early morning plumbing emergency brings her face-to-cute-backside with last night’s disappointment.

      

      Their lives are forever changed when a call summoning him to the hospital interrupts an unexpectedly hot kiss. Navigating the landmine of emotional risks from an impromptu marriage and raising their orphaned newborn charge will require a profound commitment to each other and determination to find their happily-ever-after.
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      Elijah Clayton lifted the steaming mug to his mouth and pretended to take a drink of his caffè latte, despite the awful stench assaulting his nasal passages. Caffeine wouldn’t give him the confidence or the courage he needed. Not even a new suit and tie had nudged him in that direction.

      This is stupid. I should just go home and⁠—

      “Welcome.” A woman with blood-red lipstick offered her hand and a too-white smile. The clipboard tucked under her left arm triggered a cold sweat across the back of his neck. “Let’s get you checked in for the interviews. Name?”

      He toyed with the idea of saying he wasn’t registered for anything, but that wasn’t an option—not if he intended to keep his promise. “Um, Elijah. Elijah-34. I mean Elijah M. Clayton, Jr.”

      After a brisk shake of his hand, the woman ran her finger along the spreadsheet secured under the clip. The tap of her polished nail near the bottom of the page made his stomach twist. “Here’s your packet. Place your name tag on the left side of your jacket, where it’s visible. The notecards are for interview questions and notes, and please review the rules page. The candidates are listed at the top with first names only and age as they were on the website. Pen?”

      He swallowed past the parched desert in his throat as he took the packet she handed him. “No, thanks. I have one.”

      “Excellent. Your first interview is at table nine.” She pointed toward the far end of the coffee house slash indie bookstore’s meeting space. “Then you’ll move down to table ten, up to this end to table one, and so on. The timer will be set for six minutes. At the end of the interviews, we’ll have some mix-and-mingle time for those who think they’ve found potential candidates. Good luck!”

      As she turned toward a new arrival, Eli set his mug on the long bar and forced a calming breath.

      I can do this. I have to do this.

      The clock was ticking, and too soon it would stop.

      He peeled the paper from the name tag as he reviewed the rules. With limited time at each table, he had to make his questions—and answers—count. Hopefully, his practical nature would serve him well. He positioned the preprinted label with his first name and age on his jacket, careful to align it within the edges of the lapel.

      Voices carried from beyond the room, scrambling what little supper he’d eaten, and the hostess gestured for the group to enter.

      This is it.

      A line of professionally dressed women walked single file through the wide doorway and straight for the row of tables. An invisible cloud of estrogen followed them, permeating the room and settling in his lungs.

      Stay focused. Inhale. Exhale.

      The man next to him let out a low whistle and leaned closer. “Damn. We hit the jackpot tonight. You ever been to one of these before?”

      Grateful for the grammatical distraction, Eli shook his head and grabbed his coffee. A sip or two couldn’t hurt, could it?

      With the first taste, a shudder rippled through him as he fought his gag reflex. He grabbed for a cocktail napkin and covered his mouth, struggling to maintain control of his body.

      “Hey, you all right, buddy?”

      Embarrassment warmed his cheeks, but Eli nodded and faked a cough. “Are—” Rule number four. Don’t correct people’s grammar unnecessarily. “Went…down the wrong…ahem…way.”

      The man snickered. “I don’t blame you for choking. Did you see the legs on the blonde in the red skirt? I wouldn’t mind going home to that every night.”

      At a loss for how to respond, Eli patted his pants pockets in search of his keys. The chance to escape proved temptation enough to make him abandon his plan—at least in this context—and forfeit the registration fee. How far was the closest exit?

      “May I have your attention please?” The woman with the clipboard now stood near the center of the room with a microphone. “Welcome, ladies and gentlemen. Professionals’ Assisted Introductions to Dating thanks you for joining us this evening. I know you’re anxious to begin the interviews, so, gentlemen, please go to the first table you’ve been assigned to. The timer will start as soon as everyone finds their seats.”

      PAID. Suitable acronym. And it should be “to which you’ve been assigned.”

      Eli willed his legs to carry him to table nine. The reminder of how much he’d doled out to participate in this civilized version of speed dating was sufficient incentive to make the best of the situation. Leaving now would only draw attention to him and the worst that could happen was he wouldn’t meet his future wife.

      He unbuttoned his suit coat as he sat across from the first potential Mrs. Clayton—the blonde woman in the red skirt.

      A hiss of static from the microphone brought his attention back to the clipboard lady. “The timer will sound in exactly six minutes. Gentlemen, please move to the next interview at that time. Begin!”

      A business card snapped against the table with the help of long, tapered fingers. “Hi, I’m Mandy Hunt, a junior partner at Edmunds, Galway, and Updike. I specialize in high-profile divorce cases.”

      He pulled a business card from the inside pocket of his jacket and handed it to her. “Elijah Clayton. I’m an English professor and a poet.” Mandy. Thirty-five years old. Remember the questions. “Do you want to have children when you get married?”

      She wrinkled her nose and frowned. “No. Nearly forty percent of marriages end in divorce. Why would I subject a child to that?”

      Well, that was quick. One down, nine to go. “I⁠—”

      “I suppose you have some deep-seated desire to have your name passed on to the next generation?” Her accusatory tone hit a raw nerve.

      “No, I think family is important.” Done with the conversation, he retrieved a note card and his pen. #9. Mandy-35 Kids? No.

      After several awkward minutes of her fingertips galloping on the table, a bell sounded and he moved to table ten with no regrets.

      As he settled across from a tall redheaded woman with Zoe typed on her name tag, she grimaced and removed her cell phone from her hip pocket. “Sorry, um…” She grasped his lapel. “Elijah. One of my patients just arrived at the hospital and her contractions are three minutes apart. I have to go.”

      A second later, she was gone. He added another comment to his notes, this time with more creativity.

      Zoe-34. Hmm. I’m at table ten…with no one to interview…as possible wife. Her occupation…interferes with my notion…of family life.

      At least this particular six minutes of his life hadn’t been a complete waste of time. His students would enjoy a nontraditional example of a two-part haiku with a twist of rhyme, although they didn’t need to know it was about his personal life.

      He reread the poem several times before coming to the conclusion that few in his classes would mistake the experience as someone else’s.

      The bell sounded again, sending him to the opposite end of the room. A brunette with glasses waited for him at table one, her hands clutched in her lap and a deer-in-headlights look in her eyes. Maybe she was as uncomfortable as he was.

      “Hi, I’m Elijah.” He slid the chair closer to the table and sat.

      “I’m Beatrix.” Her angelic voice instantly soothed his nerves. “Tell me about yourself.”

      Beatrix. Thirty-five. “I write poetry. Oh, and I’m an English professor.” Relaxing into the seat, he shuffled through his mental list of questions. “I want to get married. Soon. Do you like kids?”

      A pretty blush spread across her cheeks. “Yeah. I have lots of nieces and nephews. I’m a songwriter in my free time. What kind of poetry do you write?”

      “Wow, a songwriter? What instruments do you play? Do you sing too? You have a nice voice.” I found her. I might have actually found her. “I prefer sonnets and free verse, but I can come up with a decent haiku or limerick on occasion.”

      “Guitar, piano, and flute. Yes, I sing. Limericks are fun.” She smiled, genuine pleasure seeming to shine in her eyes.

      The questions. I have to ask the questions. “How do you feel about breastfeeding? I think it’s important for babies to have the health advantages of nursing, plus the bonding time.”

      The color drained from her lips as she pressed them into a rigid line. “I think breastfeeding is best, if it’s an option.”

      Was that question too personal?

      She straightened in her chair and exhaled. “Do you have a big family? Brothers and sisters and cousins?”

      An all-too-familiar pang spread through his chest. “I’m an only child and my parents live in Colorado where I grew up. My cousin is like a sister. She’s the reason I accepted the job offer here.”

      “I have three sisters and two brothers. How long have you been in Ohio?”

      “Akron area since August, but I was in Columbus for my Master’s before I went back to Colorado for my PhD. Then I lived in Missouri for my first job. I’m tired of moving around, so I’d like to stay here.”

      She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “What do you think about going for a walk after this is over?”

      The tension in his shoulders and neck eased for the first time in weeks, but the ring of the bell stole his chance to enjoy it. Six minutes hadn’t passed half as quickly with the divorce lawyer. He nodded instead of grabbing Beatrix’s arm and dragging her to the exit. “That sounds great. I’ll meet you back here in…forty-two minutes.”

      She smiled again, sparking a strange hiccup in his pulse. “See you then.”

      With his heart thumping and his feet barely touching the ground, he floated to the next stop. Thankfully, the dark-haired CPA seemed more interested in managing his retirement plan than finding out if he’d make a good husband.

      Thirty-five minutes and six more introductions later, the seconds on his watch ticked away far too slowly. The interior designer across from him glanced to the left and back again, either following his straying eyes or looking for one of her earlier interviewees.

      She rose almost as fast as he did when the final bell tolled. “Good to meet you, Elijah. Best of luck.”

      A man in a blue suit met her halfway around the table, but Eli didn’t stay to find out if they’d connected the way he and Beatrix had. He hurried through the noisy group moving toward him. After stressing over this aspect of his life since shortly after his permanent cross-country move, a solution was finally within reach.

      I can keep my promise.

      As he finally cleared the last couple, Beatrix stood, looping her purse strap over her head and across her body. He resisted placing his palm against his belly to calm the sudden horde of unruly dragons. It wouldn’t help anyway. Only years of self-discipline stopped him from taking the easy way out—the quickest route home.

      She looked his direction and waved. She hadn’t rushed out the door at the first opportunity, unlike the woman he’d met at a conference icebreaker last month.

      I must’ve done something right for a change.

      Or he’d gotten really lucky.

      “Hi, Elijah. Are you ready to go?” Her melodic voice urged him to follow her wherever she led. “There’s a quiet little tea room on the next block.”

      “Ready. I’ve been there a few times.” He walked beside her to the doorway and nearly jumped out of his skin when she tucked her hand into the bend of his left elbow. Conversation. Talk to her. And don’t be boring. “Um, I don’t drink coffee, but I like tea. They have a good selection of herbal and rooibos teas. Caffeine makes me edgy, so I avoid it.”

      “Does talking to women make you edgy?” Without slowing, she guided him through the large revolving door leading to the sidewalk.

      “No.” The slight chill from the early October evening cooled the warmth on his cheeks from the half-truth. The deadline that was closing in too fast messed with his mind more than interacting with the opposite sex. After a couple slow breaths, his mental list of questions came back into focus. “You have experience with babies?”

      “Mm-hm. All but one of my brothers and sisters are married with kids—five nieces and three nephews—so I babysit a lot. My youngest sister is due with her first next week. Another girl.” She glanced sideways at him as they reached the entrance to the tea room, but she didn’t hesitate when he held the door for her. “You know, men usually run the other direction at the mention of babies, especially before the first date.”

      Unsure if she expected an explanation of his interest, he shrugged. Telling her the whole story had to wait until he was sure she would make a suitable wife and mother. “We all started out as babies. They’re just small humans. How do you feel about adoption?”

      She paused mid-step and stared at him for a full three seconds, sending his stomach whirling for the umpteenth time. “I could love a child who doesn’t share my genes just as much as one who does. Mother doesn’t have to be a biological term.”

      She’s perfect. Don’t screw this up. “Should I pay for your tea? Or would you rather we each buy our own this time?”

      “Do you expect anything in return if you buy?” Her serious tone caught him off guard.

      Does she mean I think she should pay next time? “No.” He stepped toward the cashier at the counter. “I’d like a medium amaretto rooibos.”

      Beatrix cast another look his direction. “I’ll have the same.”

      Not even attempting to decipher her confusing pout, he handed the cashier enough cash to cover both drinks and a reasonable tip. “Keep the change.”

      As the barista prepared their tea, his most-promising prospect gestured toward the seating area. “I’ll grab a table. That was nice, by the way. Most people don’t tip at coffee shops.”

      An upswing to counter the last dip of uncertainty made him wish choosing a wife was as simple as shopping for socks—a hundred-percent-cotton black crew since they matched everything. The social interaction of dating was worse than any rollercoaster he’d ever imagined not riding.

      With a cup in each hand, he headed to the table his new potential wife had claimed. Her neutral expression set off yet another strange feeling in his chest. Why couldn’t people hold signs that told others exactly how they felt?

      Of course, his sign would reveal the anxiety he worked so hard to hide.

      She glanced toward the chair beside her, hinting that she wasn’t perched on the edge of her seat, ready to run for the exit. “I love the smell of amaretto. It reminds me of these cookies my grandma always makes at Christmastime.”

      “My cousin always sent me amaretto cookies when I was in college.” He bit the inside of his cheek to hold his emotions in check as he sat.

      “Are you okay? You seem upset about something.” Beatrix removed the lid from her cup and a wisp of steam rose toward her face.

      “She’s going to die soon.” The lettering on the window blurred, but he didn’t give in to the urge to vent about the unfairness of life. It wouldn’t change anything.

      Her warm fingers closed around his. “I’m sorry. You said she’s like a sister to you. I can’t imagine losing one of my sisters, even if they do get on my nerves sometimes. Cancer?”

      He sipped his tea, hoping it would wash down the lump in his throat. It didn’t work. “Brain tumor. Late stage. Terminal.”

      “That’s terrible. Can I do anything to help?”

      Grateful for an opening to his next question, he faced her. “Maybe. Do you think you could lactate without having a baby?”

      “Geez. You probably don’t even have a cousin, let alone one that’s dying.” She jerked her hand away and pushed the chair away from the table, creating an ear-jarring screech. Her mouth opened and closed twice. Then she dug through her purse and tossed several ones at him. “Keep the change, pervert.”

      Tea in hand, she hurried out the door.

      What had he done wrong this time?
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      Still disgusted with last night’s waste of money and hope, Beatrix yanked on a long-sleeved company T-shirt to go with her jeans. Elijah-34 was the final straw in a long line of losers she’d found through the dating services her little sister had insisted she try.

      Dying cousin, my ass. What kind of thirty-four-year-old weirdo asks a woman if she’ll let him nurse like a baby?

      She shoved her feet into her boots and headed to the kitchen to make a fried egg sandwich. Her cell phone buzzed in her hand on her way to the fridge. A few taps on the screen opened her text messages.

      “Hey, Trixie! How’d it go last night?”

      “You are so on my shit list, Shell. You can damn well wait until I’ve had breakfast for an answer. And that’s Aunt Bea to you from now on, missy.” She pulled a package of Canadian bacon and another of pepper jack cheese from the meat drawer and set them on the counter. Eggs, butter, and orange juice followed. A few well-timed bangs of pots and pans drowned out the buzzing that continued every few seconds or so. “Sooner or later, you’re going to have to make a bathroom run. Your persistence is no match for my stubbornness or your squished bladder.”

      She dropped two slices of seedless rye in the toaster and turned on the burner to preheat the iron skillet. As she plopped a dab of butter in the pan, her business phone rang.

      Gads, I can’t catch a stinkin’ break this morning.

      The egg sizzled and spread through the first of the two rings prior to the answering machine kicking on. She gave the yolk a few stabs with the sharp edge of the eggshell to break it and sprinkled on a dash of salt and a good dose of black pepper. As her message greeting began, she flipped the egg and then topped it with a single piece of Canadian bacon.

      “You have reached Glouster Plumbing. Please leave your name and number, and I’ll call you back as soon as I can. Business hours are eight to five. After-hours rates may apply to emergency calls. Thanks for your business.” The beep sounded far too cheery.

      “The bathroom faucet is spraying water everywhere! What do I do? Please call me back before the house floods.” He rattled off his number and address while she buttered her toast. The clang of the butter knife in the sink drowned out the next word. “—Clayton. Are you there? Please answer the phone.”

      Taking pity on the poor inept soul, she grabbed the receiver and wedged it between her ear and her shoulder. “Open the cabinet under the sink. See the valves? Turn both of them all the way to the right. Clockwise. That’ll shut off your water until I can get there. You’re not very far away, so I should be there in about fifteen minutes or so.”

      After several moments of mumbles and grunts, breathing sounded in the receiver. “I think I turned the right valve things. Why did the faucet handle break off? Aren’t they made of metal? How am I ever going to clean up this mess?”

      She added a slice of cheese and the contents of the skillet to her sandwich. “Calm down. We’ll figure it out. For now, throw some towels on the floor to keep the water from soaking through the flooring. Replacing a rotted floor is a whole lot more expensive than a new faucet. Be sure to wipe down the cabinet too. Inside and out. I’ll be there as quick as I can.”

      “Okay. Towels on the floor and dry the cabinet.” A pathetic sigh carried through the phone. “I’m going to be late for work, aren’t I?”

      Hmm, computer geek or numbers nerd? “Looks that way, but I should have you ready to go in less than an hour if I don’t run into any surprises.”

      “I don’t like surprises.”

      Neither do I, buddy. “Unless you have a bad connection, it should be an easy fix. I’ll be there by seven.”

      “Okay.” He sighed into the phone. “Would you mind coming to the patio doors farthest from the garage at the back of the house? I don’t want to track water through the house.”

      “Sure. Be there shortly, Mr. Clayton.” She hung up before her first gig of the day talked her into helping him with cleanup too.

      Then again, sucking who knew how many gallons of water from his bathroom floor would delay the job at her older sister Maddie’s house. By now, Shelley had probably blabbed to all of their siblings about last night’s attempt to meet educated, well-mannered men who weren’t skittish about babies or determined to produce their own offspring.

      In the interest of more word-of-mouth recommendations, Beatrix wrapped her sandwich in a napkin, filled her travel mug with orange juice, and pocketed her cell phone. On her way out the door, she plucked her keys from the hook.

      The earlier-than-usual start of her day meant less traffic, improving her mood enough to consider offering the use of her wet-dry vac. She even arrived at her destination five minutes ahead of her estimate. After a last gulp of juice to wash down her breakfast, she checked her teeth in the rearview mirror. All clear.

      Stepping stones led her along the side of the garage toward the backyard. As she rounded the corner, her cell vibrated against her hip. Without reading the latest text in the lengthy string of one-sided conversation, she tapped in the only answer she could. “Emergency plumbing job, Shell. Later.”

      A deck with built-in benches and a covered grill stretched the length of the house. Impressed by the design, she almost stopped to take snap a picture. Work first.

      The closest set of doors seemed to lead into a family room, so she continued to the second set. Kitchen. On to the last one. It was open about a foot, revealing a guy wearing a white T-shirt and boxer briefs. He was on his hands and knees on the far side of what seemed to be a master bedroom.

      She rapped her knuckles on the glass. “Hello? Mr. Clayton? Trixie Glouster from Glouster Plumbing.”

      Water dripped from somewhere above him and landed in his rumpled dark hair. The man rubbed his sleeve along his forehead without so much as a glance in her direction. His bicep flexed with the movement. “I keep wiping, but the floor’s still wet. And the ceiling. I ran out of dry towels because I’m behind on laundry and I haven’t even started drying the cabinet.”

      “Not a problem. I carry lots of shop towels in my truck.”

      Two steps into the bedroom gave her a clear view of tan carpet at least two shades darker at the bathroom doorway and a trail of footprints toward the bed and back. Her newest client’s clothes clung to his skin, also hinting at the amount of water that had escaped the faucet before he’d managed to call her and turn off the tap.

      The urge to take care of him hit with the usual super-strength idiocy that helpless men inspired. She dug her key ring from her pocket and jabbed her truck key into her palm to curb the stupid impulse. “I’ll be back in a minute with the towels. Do you have a GFCI outlet where I can plug in a Shop-Vac?”

      “GFCI?”

      Good God, it’s a wonder he hasn’t electrocuted himself. “The kind that automatically shuts off when it’s exposed to water. It has a red reset button in the center.”

      “I think there’s one on the deck.” He made another pass over the tile and sighed. “Are you sure you can fix this?”

      “Yep. Back in a few seconds.” Leaving him to his hopeless task, she stepped back outside and scuttled down the steps.

      Just call me the fix-it queen. How did she always manage to end up playing mother to everybody?

      The drenched state of the man and his floor mandated balancing an entire duffle bag of clean towels on one shoulder and toting the vacuum with her free hand. A quick scan of the back wall of the house yielded a suitable outlet outside the patio doors.

      She set the vac on the deck and walked into the bedroom. Half a minute later, she tossed three towels toward Clayton’s drenched backside. “Spread those on the floor while I get the rest of my stuff.”

      By the time she returned with her bucket of wrenches, screwdrivers, and assorted plumbing supplies, he stood at the edge of the carpet, the wet T-shirt clinging to his toned but not bulging back muscles. The tight butt below it was every bit as perfect.

      She swallowed an appreciative hum. “I brought in a few faucet styles to choose from. A couple are four-inch centers and—” The face that appeared as he turned sparked her temper. “You. I don’t believe this. Elijah-34. The pervert.”

      “Wait a minute.” He frowned as he wrung the fingers of his left hand with his right and then repeated the action with his other hand. “Your name is Beatrix, not Trixie. And you’re a songwriter, not a plumber. Where are your glasses?”

      “Ever heard of contact lenses? And men I meet in social situations tend to take me more seriously when I go by Beatrix.” The perv? Or my family? Which is the lesser of two evils?

      “Trixie is a nice name.” His frown deepened. “I’m not a pervert.”

      She snorted. “What do you call yourself then? A fetishist?”

      A flood of pink colored his cheeks. “I don’t have any…fetishes. Can you just fix my sink? I need to go to work.”

      “Fine.” Aggravated by his denial, she plunked the faucet selections on the bed. “Pick one and then stay out of my way.”

      “The one on this end.” He took two steps toward what was probably a closet and stopped, like he suddenly realized he’d left more damp footprints on the carpet. His hands gripped the hem of his T-shirt. “Turn around. I need to get dressed.”

      “Oh, please. I have two brothers. It’s not like I’ve never seen a guy
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2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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