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Lucas Sinclair hasn't always been a dumbass. It started five years ago when he told Bethany Preston they had no future together.

The biggest mistake he's ever made.

Back then he wasn't sure what he wanted to do with his life. He didn't know if he wanted to continue his career as a chef. What he did know was he wouldn't drag her life down while trying to figure out his.

One day he's at his parents' farm, getting produce for his new restaurant, and then, out of the blue, there she is. 

The first time he's set eyes on her in five years.

Well, except for watching her popular cooking show every night. It's his daily reminder of what he never should have given up. Making him wish he had a chance to do things differently with the only woman he's ever loved.

Then he falls in love for the second time in his life. With the little girl holding Bethany's hand, calling her Mommy. 

The little girl who looks just like him.

He's given his brothers plenty of advice over the years, and it usually ends with "don't do the same stupid sh*t twice".

Now it's his turn to live by those words. There's a lot on the line, too.

He needs to prove that he's a better man now, one who deserves this unexpected second chance. If he can't do that...

It will be the second biggest mistake of his life.
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It should have been his favorite time of the day.

Lucas Sinclair kicked off his chef clogs, settling into the couch with a glass of Pinot Grigio and a tired sigh. The twelve-hour days getting Ravanello ready for the grand opening were almost over.

His first restaurant. And only two weeks to make sure everything was perfect.

He continued to make slight tweaks to the menu. Verified that orders had been shipped as promised. Checked and re-checked every detail. It was more draining than cooking for hours on end.

He aimed the remote at the TV and took an appreciative sip of the crisp wine. For the next hour, he could set all the worries aside and indulge in a guilty pleasure.

A cooking show.

The bubbly star, Bethany Preston, was sweet and sexy and incredibly talented. It wasn't hard to imagine the two of them in the same kitchen.

Or outside of it.

Five years ago they'd been inseparable. Every minute was spent exploring their mutual passions: food, and each other. He'd fallen in love so fast it had spooked him. 

Now, watching Bethany's show was more like a guilt-ridden pleasure. His daily reminder that he'd made the biggest mistake of his life by leaving her.

He was genuinely excited about the farm-to-table concept with his restaurant, using produce from his parents' organic farm. The only thing better would be Bethany in the kitchen with him, laughing and teasing, sharing ideas and creating new recipes—just like when he'd fallen for her.

He set the nearly-empty wineglass on the coffee table then ran his hands down his face.

Time to prep for the end of the show.

That torturous moment when Bethany sampled the masterpiece she'd just created. 

She took a bite and emitted a low moan of pleasure, her beautiful face filled with bliss. It made his arousal spike.

Every. Damn. Episode.

There was still the finale to get through. He told himself to change the channel or leave the room. But he never did.

Bethany winked at the camera and added her signature phrase, one he remembered all too well in another context: "Oooh, I need some more of that."

He dropped his head against the couch. "Same, Bethany. So much the same."
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"Hard to believe you're the only one of my sons who's still unattached."

Lucas almost rolled his eyes but Mom somehow would have seen it, even though she was turned away, filling two large mugs with coffee.

"That's because I gave Brody and Jackson excellent advice so they could fix their love lives," he said. "If it weren't for me, you'd have three unattached sons."

She handed him a mug filled with dark roast. "We'll call it a team effort. After you pointed them in the right direction, I gave them the last little push."

"You'll have to do both parts next time. If there is one." He took a sip and sighed with satisfaction. The extra dose of caffeine was essential after all the long hours getting the restaurant ready. "As good as my advice is, it works for everyone but me."

She motioned him to join her at the farm table. It had been the family gathering place since he was a baby in his high chair. Now Mom was intent on grandchildren filling the empty spots. Sooner rather than later. 

"Is anyone ever going to snag that heart of yours, Lucas?" Her expression was both worried and sympathetic. "Or is it permanently unavailable?"

Permanently unavailable. No vacancies. Closed until further notice.

It wasn't what Mom wanted to hear, though.

"I'm too busy right now to think about a love life." He grinned. "Even if I had the time, there's not much of a dating pool left around here. Jackson pretty much made his way through all the available women."

That made her laugh. "I told him it's a good thing he always parted amicably or we would have lost a huge customer base."

"Imagine telling the bankruptcy judge how the family farm tanked because of your flirtatious middle son."

"That's why it's such a surprise that he managed to fall before you did. Brody, too." Mom set her mug down, her hands wrapped around it. "You're the oldest but somehow both your brothers beat you to it."

Except they hadn't. They'd managed to hold onto the women they loved, though.

"I'm straight out right now, Mom. If the opening isn't perfect, it'll affect how many customers give us a try afterwards. I've got to focus all my efforts there." He took a gulp of coffee and hoped the lie he was about to tell didn't sound like a lie. "Maybe later, once the restaurant has had a chance to hit its stride. That would be a better time for dating."

"You're under a lot of pressure. I understand." She gave him a look that said she wasn't done with the topic. He might have to use Jackson's favorite trick for escaping her probing questions—faking a stomach bug. "You never really said what happened with Bethany. Is she the reason you don't date much? You haven't had the restaurant as an excuse until recently."

"I messed up with her." That's all he was willing to admit right then. "I actually might be one of those animals that mates for life. Or falls only once in his lifetime."

"What if you got a second chance with her?"

He shook his head. "She's moved on. And sure, I like the thought of trying to get it right with her. I think about it more than I should." But how did he convince the woman he left that it wouldn't happen again? Why would she even believe him? "A second chance with Bethany would border on miraculous. It'll never happen."

"So you'll be joining a monastery?" she teased.

He laughed. "Not unless they need a chef to run their kitchen." He covered her hand with his. "I'll be fine, Mom. You've got your other sons settled. In baseball that's a helluva batting average."

"I've got my heart set on three for three." She gave him a pointed look. "And don't forget grandkids. I'm hoping the next generation will have the farming gene since my boys sure don't."

Lucas stood and kissed the top of her head. "Be patient. I'm sure Brody and Jackson will help you with that dream one of these days." He finished his coffee then put the empty mug in the dishwasher. "I've got to grab a few things while I'm here. Lettuce. Maybe some herbs. I'm trying out a few new recipes later today."

The menu was set but he couldn't help wanting to fine-tune it, maybe come up with something even more enticing. He'd probably be experimenting right up until the first customers were being seated.

And always, in the forefront of his mind: "what would Bethany think of this?"

"Take whatever you need. Just make sure you bring a sample. Enough so I don't have to fight your dad over it."

"I was going to ask where he was."

"He's out somewhere on his tractor. He loves that thing like Brody and his motorcycle, or Jackson and his monster truck." There was a hint of exasperation in her voice. "Some days I'm convinced that tractor is the only reason he wanted to be a farmer."

He couldn't help but laugh. Dad loved to tell how he and Mom met, barely twenty years old, waiting in line at some concert. When he tapped her on the shoulder to say her auburn hair was the prettiest he'd ever seen, she turned around, knocking him sideways with green eyes he described as "sparkling with humor and intelligence".

He always ended the story with his hand over his heart and "I might have kept from falling, but then she added the most bewitching smile..." 

"I agree that Dad loves his tractor. But you seem to be forgetting the farmer woman he fell in love with first. There was no other career path for him after that."

That made her chuckle. He headed for the door and almost had the screen open when she said, "I love you, Lucas. I want you to be happy."

"I know, Mom. I love you, too. And I am happy."

About the restaurant anyway.

Only one thing could make him happier. And that was so unlikely, there was no point even thinking about it.

Even though that's all he did.
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Lucas shifted the box to his hip. He'd snagged a couple of different lettuces plus some herbs to experiment with later. He wanted something else, but wasn't sure what.

Zucchini? Summer squash?

He picked them up but returned them to the wooden bin. Not exactly what he was after. The corn was looking good. He'd already paired it with heirloom tomatoes for one appetizer. Maybe he could also try it with—

"Bethany Preston! Ohmygod. I can't believe you're here. I absolutely adore your show."

What the hell?

He set the box on the ground before he could dump it. Had his conversation with Mom conjured Bethany into existence? Or maybe the endless repeats in his head of "what could have been" had finally produced this unlikely miracle.

He raised slowly, hoping to sneak a peek. If Bethany actually was here, he wanted to catch a glimpse before she saw him...

His heart nearly stopped.

She looked good. Really good. So much better than on his TV screen. Everything he remembered and constantly dreamed about.

The same tawny shoulder-length hair he loved running his fingers through. Those blue eyes, looking at him back then as if no one else in the world mattered. He could still taste those lips, hear the sweet moans each time they kissed. The teasing way she'd insisted she needed more of those.

Five years ago the sight of her delicious curves made him lose his mind. He was damn close to that now.

He had to talk to her, before he discovered this was a mirage. A hallucination from heat stroke. He waited until the fan had moved on and then took a step forward.

"Mommy!" A little girl grabbed Bethany's hand, bouncing on her toes while saying something he couldn't hear. 

His breath stuck in his lungs as if he'd been clubbed with a rolling pin. All he could do was stare.

Because there was absolutely no doubt who the girl's father was. He saw that same dark hair and green eyes in his mirror every single day.

"Bethany?" His voice was gravelly, as if he'd just broken a decades-long vow of silence. He was absorbing shock after shock and was amazed any words made it past his lips. "What a surprise."

Bethany and her daughter—their daughter—smiled and he lost his heart. For the second time in his life. Only there was not a chance in hell he could move on without it this time.

"Lucas," Bethany said softly, almost cautiously. She was usually so animated, her hands moving around as part of her conversation. Not this time. Her eyes studied him, as if trying to decipher how he'd react to this unexpected news. "It's great to see you. Abigail, this is...this is Lucas."

He barely noted her hesitation because his heart was pounding wildly. Of all the "if I ever see Bethany" scenarios he'd imagined, he'd never thought to include their child. Hopefully he'd find out later why she'd omitted that he was Abigail's father.

He knelt so he was eye-level with the beautiful little girl. "Hi, Abigail."

"Hi, Lucas."

She gave him a quick little wave and he couldn't stop the smile spreading across his face at the cute gesture. Everything about her was adorable, from the bouncy ponytails and the glittery sandals to the summery gingham dress.

He'd stay in this position until his legs went numb, just to drink up every detail of this girl who already owned his heart.

"Are you here to get some veggies?" he asked her.

"Just some veggies." She wrinkled her nose. "But not lima beans. They're yucky."

He laughed. "I hate them. They're too mooshy."

"Yes! Mooshy." She giggled as she repeated the word, and Lucas guessed it would be used a lot in the future.

He wanted to wrap his daughter in his arms and hold her close and ask her tons of questions just to hear what she had to say and how she said it.

He'd fallen hard. Just like he had for Abigail's mom.

Lucas rose and looked at Bethany, a wry smile on his face. "Looks like we have a lot to catch up on."

"We do." Her gaze was direct, not evasive or coy. She'd never hesitated to tell him the truth. "I wanted—"

Just then Lucas's mom speed-walked towards them, her eyebrows nearly flying off her forehead. Great. Now she'd think she had a new superpower—simply mentioning her desire for a grandchild and one instantly appeared. He knew those eyebrows were also asking "is she staying?"

He wanted to know the same thing.

"Bethany! It's wonderful to see you. And who's this?" Mom bent over slightly, her hands on her knees, unable to hide her joy.

"I'm Abigail. That's my mommy."

Mom straightened and pointed to Lucas. "And I'm his mom. Your—" Lucas gave her a quick headshake and luckily she interpreted it correctly. "My name is Penny."

"Penny?" Abigail's face lit up. "Like the money?"

Mom nodded. "Exactly like that. You never know where I'll turn up."

Bethany laughed, and Abigail did, too, even though she wasn't sure what the joke was. Lucas wanted to hear both of them, just like this—happy and joyful—for as long as possible.

Now he understood what it meant when someone said their heart was full. His had been frozen shut but now it was close to overflowing.

"Abigail, I can give you a little tour of the farm," Mom said, "if it's okay with your mom. There's lots of fun things to see."

"You sure you don't mind?" Bethany asked.

"Mind? It's a dream come true."

Was it ever. Mom would do her best to see if Abigail had any farmer in her DNA. She was also giving him a chance to talk with Bethany about this unexpected development.

He gave his mom a little nod of thanks.

"Come on." Mom took Abigail's hand in hers. "Let's show you what we've got around here."

They headed off to another section of the farm, chattering like long-time friends. Lucas and Bethany watched the pair, the silence growing between them.

"I didn't expect to see you here today," Bethany finally said. "I'd planned to stop by your restaurant afterwards."

"You know about that?"

"The culinary grapevine never sleeps," she teased, sounding more like the Bethany he knew.

"That's true." Not that it had ever given a hint he had a daughter. "Are you on tour with your show?"

"No, a little vacation. Although it could be a scouting mission if I come across something I want to highlight later." She tipped her head. "Have you seen the show?"

Every day. A treat and torment, in a single one-hour episode.

"I've caught it here and there," he said casually, not wanting to reveal he was slightly obsessed with it. "You're a natural in front of the camera. Really fun to watch."

That made her blush, surprisingly. "It wasn't where I thought I'd end up, that's for sure. But after I won that competition...It works well with Abigail's schedule. A lot better than the crazy hours of a restaurant. Speaking of which, I can't wait to hear about yours. That's so exciting."

"Thanks. It's not where I thought I'd end up either." He grinned. "For a while I thought I'd quit cooking entirely."

"Really?"

"Brody and I had talked forever about opening a custom motorcycle shop but we both realized our hearts weren't in it anymore. After a few years of traveling as a personal chef, doing catering gigs, I decided it was time to settle down in one spot."

"That's why I couldn't find you," she said. "To tell you about Abigail. I wasn't trying to hide her, not from you anyway. I don't discuss my family onscreen. But I couldn't seem to track you down." She gave him a lopsided grin. "The culinary grapevine has its limits."

"I don't blame you, Bethany."

How could he? He'd left her. Then he'd tried to outrun his regrets by traveling the globe and in the process made himself impossible to find. Fortunately, like a homing pigeon, he'd made his way back here to Lattimore Creek.

Luckily for him Bethany had, too.

"I'm still trying to wrap my head around having a daughter." Lucas palmed his neck. "I noticed you didn't call me her dad."

I'm a dad. Abigail's dad.

It sent a thrill through him. He couldn't stop another grin from appearing. 

Bethany grinned, too, probably relieved at his response to the startling news. "I haven't told her anything yet. In case..." He nodded. In case he didn't react like a responsible father. "She's a bit young but does ask once in a while why she doesn't have a daddy. Especially when she sees other kids with one."

"We're going to tell her, though. Right?"

She nibbled her lip, another hesitation, and he hated that he'd caused this doubt. She had every reason to believe he might not be in it for the long haul though.

"Of course we'll tell her," she finally said. "But could we wait until the end of the week? You two can get to know each other better. It may seem less shocking for her that way."

He wasn't sure he agreed about it being less shocking—especially when she was expected to go from calling him "Lucas" one minute to "Daddy" the next.

Maybe this was an audition of sorts, giving him a chance to prove he was willing and able to be Abigail's father. He got it. Bethany was trying to protect Abigail from any potential hurt.

The same kind he'd already caused Bethany.

"I'm excited to get to know her." He had four years of her life to catch up on, learning who she was, what she liked and disliked—besides lima beans, of course. "Mom is going to have a hard time not crowing about being a grandma." He laughed. "We'll have to skate around that."

"I'm sure we can figure it out."

He almost blurted, "What about us? Can we figure that out, too?" 

But it was presumptuous. For all he knew, she had a husband. Someone she loved. That nearly made him growl. He didn't want Bethany with anyone but him. He sure as hell didn't want another man raising his child, not after just finding out about her.

Except...

Bethany said Abigail wanted to know why she didn't have a daddy. That must mean there wasn't any other male parental figure in her life.

While it was a relief, it also made him impatient to pin down the "family" dynamic and how he fit in with that. Once they told Abigail he was her daddy, when would he get to see her, and how often? What would his role be in her life from now on?

Just as important: Did Bethany's life have room for him, so he could be something in addition to Abigail's father?

He opened his mouth to start asking questions just as Abigail came skipping up to them, his Mom right behind her.

"Mommy, look what I have!" She set down a small Wildcrest Farm basket and then lifted a bunch of carrots like it was the head of Medusa. "See these? There's dirt on them."

Lucas bit back a laugh at her gleefully horrified expression.

"Because that's where they grow," Bethany explained with a smile. "We'll wash it off before we eat them."

"I don't want to eat them. I just want to keep them in my veggie purse."

"Veggie purse," Mom repeated with a chuckle.

Lucas crouched down, his forearm resting on one knee. "What else you got in there?"

She reached in and extracted a beefsteak tomato, needing both hands. "I've got a mama tomato." She put it back in the basket and pointed to several cherry tomatoes surrounding it. "And babies."

"A tomato family," Lucas said. 

"Yes!" Abigail said, her face beaming as if she'd found a kindred soul. "There's not a daddy tomato though."

"Hmm," he said. "Maybe he's at work?"

Her head bobbed in agreement. "Prolly. Mommy works, too."

"I know. I watch her on TV all the time."

Ooops. Didn't mean to let that slip out.

He rose, casually dusting off his knee, acting as if he hadn't revealed so much. Bethany was biting back a smile, though.

"Is anybody hungry?" Mom asked, clearly thrilled by her pint-sized protégé. "I can make turkey salad for anyone who needs some lunch."

Abigail's arm shot up. "I'm hungry!"

"You're always hungry, sweetie." Bethany brushed Abigail's bangs back in a tender gesture. "Good thing your mommy knows how to cook."

Lucas caught her eye. "I'd love for both of you to stop by the restaurant while you're here. To show you what I'm cooking nowadays."

"I can't wait." Bethany's smile melted him faster than the noonday sun overhead. "I've always loved your food, Lucas. I'm really glad you didn't quit cooking."

He could feel the connection between them, just like before, as if there hadn't been any separation. He stepped forward, needing to get closer to her...

Their impatient daughter charged in.

"Come on, Mommy." Abigail tugged at Bethany's hand, leaning in an effort to move her along. "I'm starrrving."

Lucas chuckled at her antics. "I'll join you in a minute. I've got to take care of one thing first. Abigail, don't forget your veggie purse."

"I've got it." Bethany lifted the basket, giving him another smile, and then she followed Abigail and Mom towards the house. 

Three generations of the females he loved. All in one place, at the same time. An hour ago this was the last thing he'd ever expected.

He grabbed his phone, opening a group text. Time to blow his brothers' minds.

Lucas: Big news.

Brody: You never text. That is big news.

Jackson: And both of us at once? Next level, Lucas. I'm proud of you.

Lucas: That's not the big news. Bethany's here. At the farm.

Brody: Wow. That's definitely big news.

Jackson: HUGE. What's it been? 3, 4 years?

Lucas: 5 years. But there's bigger news.

Brody: Damn! Bigger than seeing Bethany again?

Jackson: Don't make us guess. My brain is tapped out with all the work I'm doing right now.

Lucas: Okay, here it is.

Lucas: I'm a dad.

Brody: !!!

Jackson: That's got to be a typo. You meant to say I'm a dud, right? That's not news tho...

Lucas laughed. He loved the banter with his brothers, and missed not having them live close by anymore.

Lucas: It's not a typo. I stopped by to get lettuce and ended up adding a daughter. I'm beyond thrilled.

Brody: I bet. How excited is Mom?

Lucas: Already trying to make her a farmer. She can't say she's Grandma yet.

Jackson: Why not?

Lucas: We haven't told Abigail that I'm her dad. Letting her get used to me first.

Brody: I'm really happy for you, Lucas. It must have been a shock.

Lucas: It was. But there's no doubt. She looks just like me.

Jackson: That's a shame. Bethany's the looker.

He added his signature tongue-sticking-out emoji, practically his personal brand. Lucas responded with the middle finger emoji. He could understand the appeal of texting when visuals did the heavy lifting.

Brody: What's she like?

Lucas: She's 4. Adorable. And funny. Can't wait to hear what she says next.

Jackson: At least she got Bethany's personality.

Lucas just shook his head. He wasn't about to tell his brother he'd thought the same thing.

Brody: Any chance you and Bethany can get back together?

Lucas: Not sure. We only talked about five minutes so far. Lots to figure out. They're only here for a week though.

Jackson: That's not a lot of time.

Lucas sighed. Yeah, seeing the love of his life and falling head over heels for his daughter—he'd have to make the most of every minute of their time together. His entire future depended on getting things right this time.

Lucas: I'll let you know what happens. Mom won't be happy if she has to say goodbye to her grandchild. Her ONLY one.

Jackson: For now! I just barely found the love of my life, Lucas. I need at least a minute.

Brody: Same here. When do we get to meet Abigail?

Lucas: At the restaurant opening? You're still coming for that, right?

Brody: Hell yeah!

Jackson: We'll be there. And I'm going to be the BEST uncle. Don't even try to compete
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