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        My boss stabbed my heart when he shipped me across country to fix a mistake we made.

        He slept with me, knowing that I was his daughter’s best friend.

        That jerk has no idea I’ve kept a secret from him for years.

        He doesn’t know there’s a little boy whose eyes look just like his.

        If only my disappearance was permanent, he would remain a secret.

        But I’m back in New York.

        And every breath I take reminds me of the time Henry pinned me against the wall and got me pregnant.

        I must make sure that never happens again.

        Especially now that I’m in a crisis, and he’s the only one that can help me.

        The guilt eats at me every time he comes close.

        But this silver fox will soon bear the consequences he hoped to escape all those years ago.

        Coming face to face with his own flesh and blood would lead to a decision that might break not two... but three hearts.
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        Samantha – Five years ago.

      

      

      I couldn't believe this was happening. Henry Banion’s lips wrapped around my nipple and sucked hard, sending electric shock waves straight to my pussy.

      I wasn't a virgin, but I'd never had anyone nearly send me screaming into an orgasm simply from sucking on my nipples. Henry Banion had skills, and it surprised me.

      He was the epitome of the sexy, distinguished man with his thick silver hair and his fit body. But as far as I could tell, he'd devoted his life to raising his daughter, the product of a one-night stand with a woman who didn't want to be a mother, and his business, Banion Media Corp.

      But clearly, sometime, somewhere, he'd engaged in sexual encounters because he truly knew what he was doing.

      The fact that he was doing them to me was a shock. Oh, sure, I'd had a crush on him for some time, but there were so many reasons I shouldn't be propped up on his desk while his fingers probed my pussy walls while his lips continued to feast on my breasts.

      The first shock was that Henry found me attractive at all. Then there was the fact that I was his intern, which didn't bother me, but I knew it concerned him because he'd said so just before he kissed me.

      For me, the bigger issue was that Henry was my best friend's father. In general, Victoria was a progressive and tolerant woman who wouldn’t see anything wrong with my being with an older man or even my internship supervisor.

      But I suspected that having sex with her father wouldn't go over very well. I could see how it would be weird.

      I wondered if it would help or hurt if she knew that I'd been falling for Henry practically since the day I met him four years ago when she and I first became roommates in college. At the time, it was just an infatuation, and then during my senior year in college, I became his intern and was able to spend more time with him. And the more I did, the more the basic attraction turned to something more. He was smart and sweet and loyal and decent, although I imagine some wouldn’t think so now with his daughter’s friend on his desk. But the heart didn’t care about any of that. I didn’t care about any of that. All I cared about was Henry touching me.

      “You’re so wet,” he murmured against my neck. “Is that for me?”

      “Yes.” God, I ached for him. My pussy was throbbing with need. My hips rocked, wanting more from him.

      “You’re a needy one, aren’t you?”

      Was he teasing me? Comparing me to his other conquests? I didn’t like either of those ideas. I wanted to be the only woman he thought about.

      “Let me take care of you.” He dropped to his knees and pushed my legs open. “Heaven help me, this is wrong, but I’ve got to taste you, Samantha.”

      “Yes . . . please . . . now . . .”

      He dragged his tongue through my folds.

      “Oh!” My hands gripped the edge of the desk as a flash of white-hot heat surged through me.

      “Fucking hell . . . I love how you respond.” He gripped my hips and then buried his face in my pussy. He licked and sucked and did what else I didn’t know. All I knew was that it was beyond anything I’d ever felt. The torture of need was more intense. The delicious build-up had me writhing.

      “Oh, Henry . . .” And then I was there. I hit the pinnacle and the most forceful, yet sweetest orgasm rolled over me like a tidal wave.

      He groaned as he continued to lap at my pussy. Then he rose, his hands fumbling with his pants. “I need to be in there, Samantha. Tell me I can fuck you.”

      His choice of words stunned me a little bit. I’d heard it in other types of conversation, of course, but not when I was intimate with someone. I found it surprisingly erotic.

      “Yes.”

      He dropped his pants and then stopped. “Shit, I don’t have a condom.” He laughed at himself. “It’s been awhile.”

      His admission served to make me want him more. Something about me had caused him to break his celibacy. And also, it was sweet of him to reveal something I imagined most men didn’t like to admit.

      “I’m on the pill.” I pushed away my mother’s voice from when I was in high school and first went on the pill to regulate my irregular periods when she told me that the pill might protect me from pregnancy, but not from other things a man might give me. But Henry wouldn’t have any diseases. He took care of himself and by his own admission wasn’t very sexually active now.

      His blue eyes were intense with need yet restraint. “Are you sure you’re okay without a condom?”

      I looked down at his freed dick, and my pussy clenched tight with need. “Yes. Yes, I want this. I want you.”

      He shook his head, and for a moment, I thought he was going to change his mind. “I want this too, Samantha, but good God, Tori can never know.”

      I nodded, only feeling a little guilty that I’d be hiding something so important from her. “I understand.”

      He kissed me again, groaning as his hand gripped my hip and he positioned his dick at my entrance. “Good Christ, you make me needy.” He sank into me, and it was the most glorious feeling in my life.

      It was like what you read in romance novels but never believe. He was thick and pulsing with life inside me. And then he moved, and the friction was mind blowing. It didn’t take me long to hit the edge and fly again.

      “Yes . . . Fuck, your pussy is tight.” His head reared back as he drove into me. Liquid heat filled me. Emotion swept through me at the knowledge of this man now being inside me, a part of me, leaving something of his behind. Perhaps I was being a silly young woman, but one can’t help how they feel, right?

      And that was how it started. Three months before graduation, I began an affair with my best friend’s father and internship supervisor. As graduation approached, we showed no sign of ending. I’d secured a job with the company in a different department that would keep me close to him.

      I had visions of becoming Mrs. Henry Banion, even though he was still adamant that no one, especially Victoria, could know about us. I believed in time, as his love for me grew, we’d find a way past this odd situation. Victoria might think it was weird, but she’d get over it, wanting her father’s happiness and mine.

      It was a week before graduation, and I was certain that tonight was the night Henry was going to ask me to join him in his life and business. I hadn't seen him much this week because he’d been very busy. I’d admit, for a minute, I thought he might be ignoring me. But then he invited me to his house in the Hamptons for the weekend.

      Victoria was spending most of her time in the library finishing up her senior thesis, so I knew she wouldn't notice that I was gone or ask too many questions. Of course, once Henry asked me to be part of his life, we’d have to tell her, but she and Henry were so close and I felt certain she'd support us.

      I determined that Henry's busyness this week wasn't just work-related, but that he’d also been planning a romantic weekend in the Hamptons. Yes, my life was about to be set in the most perfect way possible.

      Henry messaged me telling me he was heading out to the house early but that he'd arranged a ride for me once I was done with class. It was normal for us to travel separately unless our time together was work-related.

      When I arrived, I entered the house, surprised that Henry wasn't at the door to grab and pin me against the wall and take me right there like he'd been dying to have me.

      "Henry?" I set my overnight bag down in the foyer and made my way through the living room to the back of the house. Henry loved to sit out on the deck and look out over the beach. But as I peered through the window, I didn't see him there.

      "Samantha."

      I turned my head to his voice. He stood at the bar with a nearly empty glass of bourbon sitting in front of him. Both his hands were on the bar, and his shoulders were hunched with his head slightly down.

      Worry gripped my belly. "What's wrong?" I rushed over to him as a multitude of thoughts filled my brain. Was he sick? Was the company going bankrupt? Had something happened to Victoria?

      When I reached him, I put my hand on his forearm.

      He let out a frustrated groan, and then he pulled away. "We need to talk." He opened the bottle of bourbon, pouring more into his glass. "Do you want a glass?"

      I shook my head. "I want to know what's going on?" The only other times people had said “We need to talk,” it wasn’t good.

      He picked up his glass and walked around the bar, heading out to the living room. I stood where I was with a feeling that all my hopes and dreams were about to come apart. Finally, I made my way around the bar into the living room as well, but I didn't approach him.

      He took a sip of his drink and then said, "Why don't you sit down?"

      I noticed that he couldn’t look me directly in the eyes. Because he couldn't, I didn't want to sit down. I wanted to go to him and make him look at me. Make him see the woman he hadn't been able to get enough of for the last few months.

      But I wasn't a confrontational woman. That was Victoria. She was assertive and often demanding. I wasn't shy, but neither was I outgoing, nor was I prone to assertiveness.

      I sank down on the couch and attempted to shore up my strength to hear whatever Henry was going to tell me, knowing I wasn't going to like it. I stared up at him, willing him to look me in the eyes.

      He took another sip and turned to look out the large window toward the ocean. "The thing is . . ."

      "Look at me, Henry. I deserve the respect of having you look at me." The words shocked me, as they weren't something I’d normally say. But I couldn’t stand that he was hiding from me. That he wasn’t decent enough to see how his words would impact me.

      His head tilted to the side as if he was trying to stretch out his neck. He took a large gulp of his drink and then turned around, looking straight at me.

      He swallowed. "Fuck." He downed his drink and inhaled the deep breath. Whatever it was he had to say, it wasn't easy for him.

      "This thing between us has to end. Right now."

      Even knowing it was coming didn't lessen the searing pain in my heart. The tears welled in my eyes, but I did my best to sit still and listen to him.

      "I'm flying to Los Angeles tonight, where I'll remain until Tori’s graduation. You’ll finish up your internship as normal, and after graduation, you have a week to get your things together and start a job at the Pac-News Media Group in Seattle. You will head their online media marketing. Your starting salary will be eighty thousand, but in six months, it will go up to one hundred thousand if you prove yourself, as I know you will."

      I heard the words but couldn't quite understand them. "But I have a job⁠—"

      "Dammit, Samantha, I can't be around you."

      I flinched, and the tears that I didn't want to fall streamed down my face.

      "Fuck." His hands went to his hips, and he turned away for a moment. When he looked back at me, he said, "I'm sorry. I don't want to hurt you. Surely, you knew this had to end at some point. That point has come. We can't just end. We have to be apart."

      "And I'm the one who has to go away? I have to leave my family, my friends, the city I grew up in?"

      He looked down, and I supposed it was in remorse. "Yes. New York is the corporate offices of Banion MediaCorp. I can work in other offices for short periods of time, but not permanently."

      I let out a humorless laugh. "You are like the rest of them, Henry. Your money and power make you believe that you can dictate other people's lives. I don't want to go."

      "I set things up very nicely for you, Samantha. No other company can give you the salary and perks that I've arranged for you. You've complained about the challenges with your father. This is a good time for you to be away from all that. To make something of your own."

      For a long moment, I sat, my fingers fiddling in my lap. I wondered what Victoria would do in this situation. Would she threaten to out the affair?

      Surely, that was the reason he was sending me away. He didn’t want anyone to know about me. I was his dirty little secret. Of all the things going on, that was what hurt the most. He was ashamed of what we’d done.

      I determined that Victoria might have a few choice words, but she probably wouldn't threaten to reveal his secret. What good would it do? It might make him change his mind, but then he would resent me, and I didn't want that.

      I wanted him to love me. And like an idiot, I thought he had. Now I knew he didn't, or if he did, not enough. His reputation and business were more important. Knowing all that, Victoria would stand up and walk away.

      I rose, hoping my wobbly legs would hold me. I let out a breath and looked him straight in the eyes as my heart shattered. "Your secret's safe with me, Henry. Goodbye." I made my way to the door, not even sure how I was going to get home. I supposed if my ride wasn’t waiting outside—which now was likely, considering Henry hadn’t intended for me to stay—I could order a rideshare back to the city.

      "Samantha."

      I stopped at the door, looking over my shoulder at him. His expression showed a torrent of emotion. Maybe he was going to change his mind. Maybe he was going to ask me to stay after all. Hope bloomed in my heart.

      "Good luck." Then he turned toward the ocean.

      At that moment, I grew to hate him. I hated him for not loving me enough. I hated him for never wanting to see me again. I hated him for making me fall in love with him. And I hated him because deep down, I’d always love him.

      Initially, I wasn't going to take the job in Seattle. Henry wasn't wrong in that it would be nice to get away from my father, who was never around and made life miserable when he was. But I was close to my mother. And I loved New York. I didn't know a lot about Seattle except that it rained a lot.

      But then my new employer began calling and emailing me, discussing the job, and I grew excited about what they wanted me to do and the amount of leeway they were going to give me to do it.

      I supposed I should have been thankful to Henry at setting up the job, but I knew he only did it to alleviate his own guilt and to make sure that I was in a position where I could be happy and support myself and therefore stay out of his way.

      A week after graduation, I packed up my belongings that I could carry with me on an airplane, deciding I’d buy whatever else I needed in Seattle with the ten-thousand-dollar bonus to my stipend Henry had arranged for me to use in getting settled in Seattle.

      The night before I left, I spent time with Victoria. We were weepy, drinking wine and eating ice cream, grieving that we would be apart. She didn't know that I was grieving more than that.

      And then I left. I arrived in Seattle and was quickly immersed in my work. The long hours distracted me from the pain of losing Henry.

      A week later, I woke up feeling sick to my stomach. At first, I put it off to stress, especially since once I got moving, my stomach settled. A few days later, still waking up to nausea, I decided I should go to the doctor and make sure there wasn't something seriously wrong. The test results came back.

      I was pregnant.

      I felt completely overwhelmed by this news. I needed to talk to Victoria because she always had the best advice and support, but this was her father's child. She had no idea I'd been seeing anyone, let alone Henry. She’d find it suspicious that I hadn't told her I was dating someone.

      I knew what she would say. She’d tell me that the father needed to know. He had responsibilities. But then I remembered the way Henry looked at me that night in the Hamptons. I believed that he didn't want to hurt me, but I also knew that he wanted our lives separated as quickly and as permanently as possible. The last thing he'd want was me contacting him to tell him I was pregnant.

      Knowing how important it was to keep our affair secret, I figured all he would do was send money. He didn’t want me or this baby, and I had enough money, so he didn’t need to know.

      Sure, my conscience told me that the ethical thing to do would be to tell Henry. I forced myself to push away the thoughts of Henry being a father to our child and being as devoted to it as he was to Victoria. My child deserved that, but I knew Henry wouldn’t provide it. So I made the decision that the baby and I would go it alone.
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        Samantha

      

      

      No! No, no, no, no, no. This was impossible. "This is wrong." I looked helplessly at my mother's attorney, Lucas Thompson.

      His expression was apologetic, highlighted with a shrug. "This was your mother's wish."

      I shook my head. "No, it wasn’t." I turned my head, looking at my father, who appeared to be doing his best to look nonchalant, but I didn't miss the subtle smirk.

      "What did you do?" I demanded. I wasn’t normally an aggressive or assertive person, but I’d grown up a lot in the last five years and I’d learned to speak up when it was necessary. Right now, it was beyond necessary. I’d just been told my deceased mother was giving everything she had to my father.

      He turned to look at me, trying to have the same apologetic expression that Lucas had, but he wasn't fooling me. "Your mother and I were still married, Samantha. It's not unusual for the husband to be the beneficiary of their spouse’s assets."

      "But that's not automatic. She updated her will. I was there when she did it." I returned my gaze to Lucas. "You were there as well."

      He nodded. "Yes, but then she had a change of heart. She indicated that she hoped that the relationship between you and your father would be improved this way."

      I gave a humorless laugh. "That's ridiculous. That assumes that my father cared about me. That he would share what my mother had given him. But we all know that he won't. She, more than anyone, knew that he wouldn't."

      My father started to pat my arm, but I jerked it away. "Now, now, Samantha, let's not get greedy and hysterical."

      "If I’m greedy, I inherited it from you."

      He brushed my comments away like they were a pesky gnat. "It's your mother who spoiled you."

      I turned my attention back to Lucas. "I don't know what you have there in front of you, Mr. Thompson, but I assure you, it’s not a legitimate will."

      He raised his hands in surrender. "Everything is in order. The court is going to see it as such."

      "I want to contest it."

      My father scowled. "You’ll just be wasting a lot of time and money. Money, I'll point out, you don't seem to have."

      I wasn't a violent person. And I had never wished to hurt anyone. But at this moment, I wanted to throttle my father. “I don’t know what you did, but I’ll find out.”

      “By fighting this, you’ll be going against your mother's wishes. That gives me every right to withhold the money from you. And while we’re at it, I want to move back into my house again. So, you and that bastard of yours have a week to vacate."

      Yes, for the first time in my life, I wanted to kill someone. But it wasn't because my father had stolen my inheritance. It was his referring to my son, Pax, as a bastard. God, if he only knew the truth. My father was one of those men who, on the outside, acted all big, but on the inside, he had an ego the size of a peanut. Because of that, he liked to schmooze with the most important people of New York to make himself feel big. And the one man he’d love to be best buddies with was Henry Banion.

      Unable to help myself, I said, “My son comes from better, and richer, stock than you."

      My father frowned. "What does that mean?"

      "It doesn't matter." I stood up and gave Mr. Thompson a serious look. "This is wrong. And you know it is."

      He flinched and opened his mouth to say something, but I had already turned away, exiting his office.

      It took me a few minutes to navigate the labyrinth of the law offices Mr. Thompson worked in, but I finally reached the elevator, jamming my finger into the Down button. I had to wait several minutes before the elevator arrived. As the doors opened, Mr. Thompson called my name. I didn't bother waiting and instead stepped into the elevator.

      He rushed toward me, slipping in just as the doors were closing. “Whew. I made it.”

      "I wouldn’t leave your office unattended. Who knows what my father will steal?"

      He leaned casually against the back wall, his hands resting on the rail behind him. "I know this is a shitty deal. I tried to talk your mother out of it. Or at the very least, to leave you and Pax something."

      I narrowed my eyes at him. "Are you a party to this, Mr. Thompson?"

      His eyes rounded and he straightened. "Of course not."

      "You have to be. Because there's no way my mother would've done this."

      He looked down for a moment. "You're right. When I saw these papers, I totally agreed with you."

      "What do you mean when you saw these papers? You just suggested that she told you all about this."

      He shoved his hands into his slacks, keeping his head down like a schoolboy about to get reprimanded. “I'd received a call from your mother about her will. I thought she just had questions, and I had some other pressing clients to work with."

      "More pressing than a dying woman wanting to know about her will?" I wondered if my mom had seen this copy of the will and if not, where it had come from.

      He sighed. "The point is, I sent one of the paralegals out to talk with her. I said I thought she just wanted the legal aspects explained, and a paralegal could do that."

      I wondered if that was true. Were there limitations to what paralegals could do?

      "When I realized what was there, I reached out to her, but . . ."

      "But what?"

      He looked up at me with regret in his expression. "She'd already died. I'm very sorry, Miss Layton. As I said, this will is completely legal."

      “So, who wrote this? The paralegal?”

      “Not likely, or if they did, they had another lawyer involved.”

      None of this made sense. I didn’t remember anyone coming to see Mom, much less the two visits it would take to write it and have her sign it.

      “Where were you?”

      He winced. “Like I said, I was busy.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know what happened, but there’s no way this will is legitimate. I'm going to fight it."

      I turned away from him, staring at the elevator door, wondering how much longer it was going to take to reach the bottom so I could escape. But escape to what? A week ago, my world came tumbling down. It started with losing my job. I didn't blame my boss for letting me go as my work had faltered the last several weeks of my mother's life as my time was consumed with caring for her and also making sure Pax got enough love and attention. But then my mother died, and I felt like my tether to the world was lost.

      And now this. I had no job, my father was evicting me, and I wasn't going to have any inheritance. Every worst nightmare that I worried about but deep down didn’t think would happen had just come true.

      The elevator reached the ground floor, and when the doors opened, I rushed out.

      "Miss Layton." Mr. Thompson caught up to me. "If you think there's something wrong with this, I'll look into it. I'll help you."

      I stopped short, looking up at him, my eyes narrowed as they scrutinized him. "How can I trust you?"

      He looked at me like a sad puppy. "I screwed up. This is my chance to make it right. I won't charge you for anything. Let me look into this."

      His words were a reminder that I would need legal help if I contested the will. Legal help that costs money. Money I didn't have. "Okay, then."

      He smiled. "Okay. I'll draw up the necessary paperwork and start trying to figure out what happened. "

      "Starting with that paralegal, right?”

      He nodded. "Right."

      I still wasn't sure if I could trust him, but at this moment, I didn't feel like I had much choice. I left the building, pulling my coat around me as the chilly October air bit into me. With not much money, I decided to take the subway instead of ordering a car to take me home.

      As I rode the rails, I tried to work out my next move. Neither Pax nor I had much stuff, so packing up and leaving in a week wasn't going to be a problem. The problem was where was I going to go?

      When I arrived home, my mother's housekeeper-slash-assistant, Marie, opened the door. "How did it go?"

      I stepped in, taking my coat off, and Marie took it from me. I realized that without my inheritance, I wouldn’t be able to continue to employ Marie.

      “Everything is going to my father."

      Marie drew back, her eyes and mouth both rounded in shock. "No. That's not what she wanted."

      "I know, but that’s what the will said, apparently." I cocked my head to the side. "Do you remember Mr. Thompson or someone from their office coming to visit Mom just before she died?"

      Since I didn’t remember it, I must have been out when it happened. I was probably picking up Pax from preschool.

      Marie thought for a moment. “I don't recall that. Maybe I was out running errands."

      It would've been unusual for her and me both to be out at the same time. "Maybe the hospice nurse was here?"

      Marie nodded. "That would be the only thing that made sense."

      I made a mental note to contact the hospice service to see the last time the nurse had been here and if he or she had let someone in.

      "Is everything all right otherwise?" I asked Marie.

      She nodded but continued to look at me with concern. "You said your father got everything?"

      I nodded. "None of us got anything. I'm sorry. But I won't be able to keep you⁠—"

      Marie waved her arm. "Don't you worry about me. I'll be fine. But what about you and Pax?"

      I shrugged. "I have a week to figure that out. Speaking of Pax, is everything all right?"

      She nodded. "Yes, he's in the living room with Mrs. Sterling."

      My gut clenched at hearing Pax was with Victoria, even though I'd made arrangements for Victoria to come by and watch him while I went to the attorney's office. Marie had enough to do. She didn't need to keep her eyes on a four-year-old boy.

      Considering the reality that Pax was Henry’s son, and Victoria was Henry's daughter, and neither of them knew that, made seeing them together difficult. Difficult because I felt guilty that she didn't know the truth, but also terrified that she would find out the truth. But since I'd returned to New York when my mother first became ill, I hadn't met anyone or gotten reacquainted with old friends, except for Victoria. And Victoria was the best of friends. I needed her now more than ever.

      I entered the living room to see Victoria sitting on the couch, rubbing her belly, which was about six weeks away from giving birth. Pax was on the other side of the coffee table, and together, they were playing with plastic interlocking blocks.

      "Are we having fun?" I asked.

      Both Pax and Victoria looked up.

      Pax’s beautiful, bright smile brightened the dark places in my chest. "Look, Mommy, I made a robot."

      I wasn’t sure that was what I would've called the structure, but now that he told me what it was, I could see how his mind had worked to put it together. "That's fantastic."

      "I'm afraid I'm stuck with building towers. I have much to learn when it comes to building blocks." Victoria laughed. Then her eyes narrowed slightly toward me. "Everything all right?"

      I shook my head. "Nothing that can't be handled."

      Victoria hoisted herself off the couch and made her way over to me. "Is there anything I can do?"

      I shook my head. "You've already done enough by staying here with him. I appreciate it. "

      "It's nothing. I should probably pay you since I'm getting practice on what it's like to care for a child. I hope mine is as cool and interesting as Pax is."

      At the table, Pax continued to build, but a grin spread on his face at hearing Victoria call him cool.

      "Why don't you walk me out?” Victoria said.

      "I'll be right back, Pax. I'm going to walk Tori to the door."

      "Okay."

      "I'll see you later, Pax." Victoria waved at him.

      "See you later, alligator."

      I arched a brow at Victoria, and she shrugged. "I taught him a few things."

      As we left the living area and approached the door, she asked, “Did the will reading not go well?"

      The burning rage built in me again. "Everything is going to my father."

      She looked at me like I was speaking a foreign language. "There's no way Gwen would've done that."

      I found Victoria’s coat in the closet and handed it to her. “I know. The only answer is that my father somehow was able to get her will changed. Her lawyer says it's all on the up and up. But⁠—"

      "Are you going to fight it?" Victoria slipped on her coat.

      "Yes, but I don't know how. My father wants Pax and me out of the house. I lost my job⁠—"

      "What? When? Why didn't you tell me?"

      "There's just so much going on so fast. They let me go, and I totally get why. My work wasn’t up to snuff. And then my mom died and⁠—"

      Victoria's arms came around and held me. "I know that when you're in a bad place, it's hard to reach out, but I'm here. What can I do?" She stood back but kept her hands on my arms, looking at me intently.

      "At this point, I don't know. Mr. Thompson has agreed to look into it pro bono. I guess the thing I need to do is find a job and a new place to live."

      "You can come stay with me and Alex."

      "No, I can't. You and Alex are just married and are about to have a baby."

      She looked at me, and I got the feeling she was relieved but also felt she needed to insist.

      "Really. We'll figure something out."

      "Will you be returning to Seattle?"

      I shrugged. "I have the same problem in Seattle as I have here. Granted, it's less expensive in Seattle. But if I'm going to fight this will, I need to stick around for a while longer."

      "I'm going to think about what you can do. Alex and I will help you figure something out. I promise." She gave me another hug.

      I was grateful for the friendship, despite the fact that it came with guilt and terror. Right now, I had more important issues to consider as my life further devolved.

      But I’d endure. I'd spent the last five years knowing that wishes and fairy tales didn't come true. Whatever was going to happen next for me and Pax wasn't going to be easy, but we would survive it. I'd become really good at surviving.
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      I intended to work as was my usual activity when I arrived home from the office. My daughter, Victoria, would tease me that I was a workaholic, but now that she was grown and living her own life, there wasn't anything else for me to do besides work. Luckily for me, I enjoyed it.

      The problem I was having tonight, as I'd had most nights ever since my daughter married six months ago, was the lack of focus because Samantha Layton had once again taken up residence in my mind.

      I shouldn't be surprised by the way she haunted my dreams and interrupted my days.

      Despite my best efforts over the last five years, I’d never been able to completely exorcize her from my mind. The fact that I hadn’t been able to completely rid her from my psyche was validation that I'd been right to send her away five years ago. I knew then, as I had rediscovered at the wedding, that I couldn't see her and not ache for her.

      I’d been with many women in my life, mostly in my younger days, but none had affected me the way Samantha had. It didn't make any sense. She was so much younger than me. She'd been my daughter's best friend, for Christ's sake. And yet, when she became my intern, I got to know an intelligent, sweet, hard-working, conscientious, and loyal woman. I suppose many women were like that, but there was something about Samantha that wound its way into my heart, tethering itself there, and even after all this time apart, it had never completely let go.

      I'd only seen her once in the last six months, but that was all it had taken for her to consume my thoughts again.

      I had never married. I never wanted to. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. Had I met the right woman, I’d have considered it. I wanted a family. I wanted Victoria to have siblings. But I never met a woman I wanted to bring into my and Victoria's life. The only one who came close was Samantha, but there was no scenario in which I could build a life with her.

      That wasn’t to say that not long after she moved west, I hadn't had second thoughts about sending her away. I fantasized about ways in which she and I could be together. I pretended that Victoria would be supportive if it made me and Samantha happy. But in the end, it was a good thing I didn't change my mind.

      I believe Samantha loved me and that I'd hurt her deeply by sending her away, but she had gotten over it quickly. Her son was proof of that. Maybe it was simply that she found solace in the arms of another man, but I doubted that. Samantha wasn't a woman who gave her love, or her body, easily. So she had to have met someone there, grown feelings for him, and then had his child. I wondered if he had left her too. Or maybe something happened to him. Maybe she was widowed. I could easily find out, but I didn't want to know about Samantha's life with another man.

      I knew the most important bit of information, which was that her feelings for me had died. Hell, I'd killed them the night I told her she had to leave.

      "Dad."

      I looked up from my reverie to see Victoria entering my office.

      My chest swelled with emotion to see her round with child, my grandchild. It was inevitably followed by the knowledge that my friend, Alex, was the one who created that child with her. That still irked me, although as time passed, I was growing to accept the situation. As weird as it was, I had no doubt that Alex was devoted to my daughter.

      I rose from my desk and went to her, wrapping my arms around her. "What are you doing here? Come, sit down. Can I get you something to drink?"

      "No, I'm fine." She took my hand, and we walked to the couch in my office and sat. She let out an “ahh” sound and rubbed her belly.

      “Is everything all right?"

      “Yes. Here, feel." She took my hand and placed it on her belly. Inside, her child moved as if it was rolling over.

      Tears filled my eyes at the wonder of it all. I hadn’t had many opportunities to feel Victoria moving inside her mother's belly. Victoria had been the result of a one-night stand. Her mother had used the opportunity to get a nice payoff, and I got Victoria. I was an active participant through all the pregnancy doctor appointments and classes, but Victoria's mother and I were not a couple. By the time she was born, our arrangement had become a business deal. It was the best deal I'd ever made.

      "I guess it won't be long now."

      "Not soon enough. I'm ready for this little guy to come out." She looked tired but happy.

      "You sure it's a boy?" I knew she and Alex had decided to keep the gender unknown to them until the birth of the child. She felt certain that it was a boy, but Alex thought maybe it was a girl. I had no idea how they determined that.

      "I'm sure of it now." She handed a sonogram image to me. "His penis is as clear as day."

      Once again, emotion filled me to look at the image of my grandchild. Good Lord. He was big. It occurred to me that it was late in the game to be having tests like this unless something was wrong. Not that I was an expert. When Victoria's mom was pregnant, she had two ultrasounds. Both had been early in the pregnancy. Then again, that was twenty-six years ago and maybe the treatment of pregnancies had changed.

      “This was taken recently? Is everything all right?"
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