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      I come around the corner to find Josephine standing in my office, talking to herself. The first part is a big surprise. The second is something I’ve come to expect from her. I’ve certainly seen it often enough.

      But it doesn’t bring me the joy it once did. Not today.

      A quick glance at her eyes tells me that she’s looking at my desk, and I follow her line of sight to see the paper laid diagonally across the surface. I never would have left paper like that.

      So she’s brought the contract. I wonder if she’s come to throw it in my face... or if she’s signed it.

      I don’t know which I’m hoping for, if I’m being honest with myself.

      Shit. This isn’t going at all the way I hoped it would go. I had a mind-blowing night with the woman standing in front of me—the woman I’d been dreaming of for weeks—and then I turned around and effectively asked to buy her child. Even worse, I made the offer without any emotion, without even hinting at how much she means to me. And in doing so, I sentenced us both to a lifetime of never seeing each other again.

      What the hell was I thinking? How did I think this was a good idea?

      Yeah, we’re compatible in bed. Yeah, she has all the things that will make her an absolutely fantastic mother. But I’m not making her a mother. And I’m sentencing myself to a lifetime without those things—all in the name of a plan I came up with when I was about sixteen.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid!

      At that moment, she turns around and sees me standing in the doorway watching her. Her eyes widen in surprise and then narrow in extreme dissatisfaction.

      “Do you ever consider that it’s impolite to stand there when people don’t know you’re there?” she asks sharply. “Ever think that it’s akin to spying on someone?”

      God, she’s beautiful when she’s angry. Breathtaking, with the fire shooting right out of her eyes, the color coming up on her cheeks. I’m willing to bet good money that even her hair was getting in on the action, getting bigger and curlier as I watched it.

      I take two steps into the room, my hands held up in conciliation.

      “I’m not here to argue,” I say calmly. “I’m sorry I caught you by surprise. But you are in my office. Rationally speaking, I have more right to be here than you.”

      That gets her to back off a little bit, though I can see that she’s still champing at the bit. She wants a fight.

      “So, the contract,” I say, hoping to cut off the fury I can see in her eyes.

      “Yeah, the contract,” she says, casting her gaze over her shoulder at the desk again. “I signed it. I’m off the birth control already. We’re ready. I guess we just need to make… arrangements?”

      A heavy question on that last word, and I can’t blame her. This is definitely going to be the tricky part.

      “We could do it by artificial insemination, if you like,” I say, giving her the answer I prepared last night. “It’ll be less invasive that way. Less emotional. I doubt it’ll be pleasant, but at least you won’t have to… won’t have to…” Sleep with me, I don’t say. Get close to me. Let me touch you.

      To my absolute surprise, she shakes her head. “Let someone shove a turkey baster up inside of me, are you kidding?” she asks. “Not in a million years.”

      That startles a laugh out of me, and she gives me a reluctant grin in return.

      And there’s the girl I’m falling for. Right there. I step forward two more steps, coming to a stop right in front of her.

      I have to clench my fists to keep from touching her. From brushing that stray curl off her cheek, or straightening the collar of her jacket, which has folded up, maybe out of the pure emotional torment she must be going through right now.

      Touching her isn’t going to do a lick of good right now, I tell myself firmly. Hands to yourself.

      With my luck, I’d get a slap to the face if I even tried. And I’d deserve it.

      “So then, natural… insemination?” I ask.

      She bites her lip as she looks up at me from under her lashes. “I don’t think that’s the scientific term for it, you know,” she says. “But doesn’t it seem, I mean…” She trails off, waving a hand weakly in front of her. “Doesn’t it seem like that would be the best? Like that would make the happiest baby, or something?”

      I consider this for a moment, and though it’s an absolutely insane version of logic, I finally nod. “It does make a certain sort of sense. So… a date to start, then? Let’s say something simple. Dinner?”

      Her relief is so strong that it comes rolling off her in waves. “Dinner,” she agrees with a nod. “Where? When?”

      And therein lies the real question, doesn’t it? Because my heart, my soul, and ninety-nine percent of my brain want to drag this on as long as possible. Want to take this contract as a chance to actually date her, actually spend time with her.

      But that stupid one percent of my mind that isn’t focusing on what my heart and my cock want is telling me that drawing it out will be a mistake. And that it might hurt both of us.

      “How about tonight?” I say. “No point in delaying the inevitable.”

      Her relief vanishes like the mist on the river on a summer day, once it gets hot. But she nods in agreement.

      “Let’s say eight,” I tell her. “Two Thoughts?”

      She frowns at that. “That’s one of the hardest restaurants in New York to get into.”

      “And I can do it,” I say firmly.

      “What do you have, standing reservations in case you need a last-minute date?” she asks, arching a brow, her face suddenly very serious.

      I take her hand. I can’t help it. I hate that she’s so angry with me—and I know that I’m the reason for it, and that I deserve it. It’s a terrible, ripping conflict inside me, and if I could take it all back, I would.

      But something tells me it’s far too late for that.

      “You’d be amazed at the things money can do for you in this city.”

      She seems to struggle with that, as if she’s trying to figure out whether she can take me seriously enough, and I see her make a Herculean effort to get back on her feet and smile brightly at me.

      “Right. I’ll see you at eight, then. Have a good day, Mr. Billington.”

      With nothing more left to say, she drops my hand and rushes past me like I’ve got the plague.
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      I walk into the restaurant after a day of doing everything in my power to avoid seeing Reid in the office. Nancy asked me to write something up about the press tour for the blog, so that kept me in my office for much of the morning, thank God, and since Reid and I have offices on opposite sides of the floor, it isn’t actually out of the question for me to not be in his space.

      That didn’t mean I relaxed, though. At all. I spent the day peeking around corners before I walked into a room and looking over my shoulder like I was a criminal just waiting to be caught. Hell, I even thought I heard his voice at one point, when I was in the break room, and ran through the other door, ending up on the balcony, where I crouched down under the window just in case he walked into the room and happened to look out there.

      I’m sorry to say that I stayed out there for a full half hour before I decided it was probably safe to go back inside.

      In short, once I get to the restaurant, I’m exhausted and cranky. I want to go home, take a long, hot bath, and get my fingers on some paintbrushes. I want to take my emotions out on a canvas, throwing paint against the sheer white of an untouched surface, allowing my feelings to come to life through color.

      I want to be able to turn my brain off—and my heart, while I’m at it—and just be for a second.

      Instead, I’m here to have a date with fucking Reid Billington, so we can no doubt go have sex afterward, so I can play incubator. There are very few things I want to do less right now.

      It doesn’t help that I’m in one of the most gorgeous restaurants in New York—and one that’s been voted “most romantic” too many times to count. The truth is, I’ve always wanted to come to this place. I’ve read about it a bunch of times in the paper, and have had friends who’ve come here. I’ve just never had anyone to come here with.

      And now… I mean can you even say I’m coming here with someone? Sure, I’ll be here, and someone else will be here. But we’re just moving on parallel paths, existing in the same physical space at the same time. That does not a relationship make.

      It just makes for expensive foreplay. Foreplay for sex that he’s basically paying for.

      And there it is. My God, I’m a prostitute. Someone who’s been paid to have sex with a man. Yeah, I’m having sex with him for the very specific reason of producing a baby. But does that make me any better, really?

      Hey, Mom, guess what? I’m not a prostitute but I am a broodmare. That’s better, right?

      I growl at myself and shake my head firmly, attempting to dislodge the entire thought process. It’s not helpful. It’s not healthy. It’s definitely not necessary. I made a deal. I signed a contract. Now I just have to hold up my end of the bargain. Get pregnant. Have the kid. Move on with my life.

      Never see the kid or the man again. Do my goddamned best not to ever think about them again, either, because I know that every thought will be like another tiny slice right through my heart.

      “God, Joey, you’re just throwing yourself right into the fire tonight,” I mutter.

      I turn my eyes to the restaurant, hoping the surroundings will give my brain something to do other than find ways to torture my heart.

      The place is fucking beautiful. Gorgeous, dark wood flooring and brick walls—the kind of brick that’s aged, discolored, and worn around the edges. The kind that makes you think this building must be really old.

      The kind that make you wonder what sort of things this building has seen.

      “Note to self, research this building, find out how long it’s been here, what it used to house,” I say to myself, turning in a slow circle. I’ve always been fascinated by that sort of thing. Old things, and what they’ve witnessed. Who might have touched the very walls I’m
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