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DESCRIPTION

I’m knocked up by a man sixteen years my senior. What’s worse, he’s the father of my ex-boyfriend.

 

On the surface, my life seems to be good. At 24, I live in a cute little cottage with my boyfriend Robert, have a job that I enjoy, and my startup catering business is finally taking off. 

But things are rarely perfect...

As I return home one evening from my catering gig, tired and feeling unloved by my boyfriend, I learn that I’m being dumped by him. 

In retrospect, probably for the better. 

There’s another man showing me more support and care than my supposed boyfriend ever did. Another man I have feelings for.

His father, Tanner.

When I’m with Tanner, I feel as though anything is possible. I feel confident. He believes in me. 

But does he believe in our family? Because that’s exactly what’s happening right now - I’m pregnant with his child.

With Robert back in town causing trouble after he found out about us, Tanner has to make a tough decision: a fresh start with me and our baby or restoring the damaged relationship with his son. What if chooses the latter?
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Chapter 1

TANNER

 

It’s a cold and rainy day in my hometown of Silver Creek. It’s that odd spell somewhere between winter and spring. One day it’s warm and sunny. The next, it’s cold and bleak. Of course, in southern Alabama winter is barely a blip on the calendar. Things could be worse, though. I could be like my friend Jason who lives in Montana. He’s probably shoveling snow right now. The grass is greener on my side…a lot earlier than his is. It won’t be long until I have to pull out the mower and tend to my lawn. I’ll take it!

As I pull my truck into one of the parking slots in front of the local market, the bottom falls out of the sky. Great. I hate going to the store on the best of days. I’m really not in the mood today after dealing with one of my clients at the auto repair and restoration shop I own. It comes with the territory of owning a business, though. I’d rather deal with that than a boss. I’m the boss. I like my boss.

Turning the engine off, I grab my umbrella from the back of the cab and slide the lock on the handle to open it. The extra-wide canopy opens up in a swift movement, and I make a mad dash toward the entrance to the store.

Once I reach the covered entry, I close it up and shake the droplets from it. As I stand there, the automatic doors open. Suddenly, my irritable mood is gone. It’s Jasmine…my son’s girlfriend…not that Robert deserves her. Lucky bastard! I know I shouldn’t think that since he’s my son, but it’s difficult when he takes her for granted the way he so often does. I would give anything to be his shoes.

Her long caramel-colored hair is damp and curled into ringlets, bouncing around her shoulders. She looks up at me, surprise in her emerald-green eyes. Her face widens into a happy smile. “Tanner! What a surprise running into you! How are you doing?”

I toe my boot at the walkway, suddenly feeling like a shy teenage boy. I’m forty years old; I thought I was over that a long time ago, but something about Jasmine brings it out in me. “Oh, you know me. I’m down to the staple goods that I reserve for hurricanes.”

Her eyes widen in comic amazement. “That bad, huh?”

“I would have waited another day or two, but Shiloh is out of food, too.” Shiloh is my border collie/shepherd mix rescue dog. She was a survivor displaced after the big hurricane that came through the Gulf a little over six years ago. She was barely weaned when they found her alone in the rubble of one of the buildings on the coast. I was just supposed to foster her until she found a forever home. I wound up being the forever home when I realized I couldn’t part with her.

Jasmine laughs in amusement. “Well, we all know that Shiloh comes first.”

I look at the buggy full of groceries. “That looks like an awful lot of food for two people.”

“Oh,” she says, glancing down at the cart. “All of this is for one of my catering clients. It’s for the Silver Creek Silvers. It’s their annual gala.”

“I’ve heard of them.” Indeed, I have. They are a large group of retirees, lots of them from up north and with a lot of wealth. “That’s a pretty big deal, isn’t it? I mean, they have really grown since they formed a decade ago.” A decade ago… I already had my own business by then, whereas Jasmine would have been fourteen. It makes me feel guilty…the way I feel around her.

She nods happily. “I think my catering business may finally be about to take off.”

“That’s great,” I tell her and I truly mean it. “You’ve been working hard to get it off the ground. It’s finally starting to pay off. I’m proud of you.”

Her eyes seem to cloud over a bit as she gazes off in the distance. “I wish everyone were as supportive as you.”

I take it she means Robert. That doesn’t surprise me. I look around. “Where’s Robert? Isn’t he helping you?”

Jasmine’s cheeks turn a slight shade of pink. “He has a video interview for a job.” She lowers her eyes from mine. “He’s too busy with job hunting to be interested in much else.”

I tilt my head to the side curiously. “Not even when it’s your own business?”

Her mouth flattens into a grim line. “That’s low on his list of priorities.”

In other words, she’s low on his list of priorities. I need to have a talk with my son…

“How are things at the shop?” Jasmine asks, changing the subject.

I roll my eyes. “I had an unpleasant conversation with one of your Silver seniors. His 1968 Jaguar is proving to be difficult to find the parts he needs to restore it, and the parts we can find are more expensive than he thought they would be when he bought it at the auction.”

Jasmine laughs. “It always makes me smile when I see them driving around town in their classic cars and enjoying retirement. I hope I can get there one day, myself.”

“You will,” I reassure her. “All of your hard work will pay off. I have faith in you.”

She looks up at me, her green eyes searching mine uncertainly. “I wish I felt as sure as you sound.”

“I’ll be your cheerleader whenever you need one,” I say giving her an encouraging pat on the shoulder. I wish I could hold her and tell her how wonderful she is, but I can’t. That should be Robert. Should is the operative word. Robert rarely does what he should do.

Jasmine looks down at her cart and back at me. “I had probably best get going. The event is tomorrow, and I still have a lot to do.”

I can’t help the sense of disappointment that arises within me. I look out to see where her SUV is parked. I spot it out toward the end of the cars, and it’s still raining heavily. “Do you have an umbrella?”

Jasmine grins ruefully as she points to her damp hair. “Does this answer your question?”

“I take that as a no,” I say as I pop my umbrella open again. “How about you let me walk you to your vehicle?”

She smiles appreciatively. “I see chivalry isn’t dead.”

That makes me chuckle. “My momma raised me right,” I say in my most drawling Southern accent.

Jasmine looks at me thoughtfully. “She sure did.”

I sense an undercurrent, something happening in that moment. Am I imagining it or Is it just wishful thinking?

She cuts her eyes away from mine, her cheeks turning a pale shade of pink once again. “Lead the way, my knight in shining armor!”

Hearing that, part of me wants to take my jacket off and lay it across a puddle to keep her feet dry. Isn’t that what they used to do in the old movies? However, I can see my breath today in the cold. Nope! I think I’ll keep it on. She’s a practical woman. I think she would approve of the decision…and she’s wearing boots.

We reach her vehicle, and she opens the trunk for me to load it. I make a quick job of it and walk around to the driver’s side once I’m done. “Do you need anything else, my lady?” Yeah, I’m taking the chivalrous role into the cheesy dimension, but I know her sense of humor. She can pull her own silly jokes. It’s all good…I think.

Jasmine laughs. “You can be such a ham sometimes.” She pauses. “I think it’s cute.”

Phew!

“What are you going to do the rest of the day?” Jasmine asks. 

“I need to stop by the shop and check on things after earlier today, make sure the guys haven’t had any more drama, and get an update on progress.” I laugh at the next part. “Shiloh will be waiting with high expectations, so I’d better high-tail it back as soon as I can. She was rather insulted with the slices of plain bread I gave her this morning in the absence of her usual good stuff.”

Her lips quirk up with humor. “Again, we all know who runs your house, and it ain’t you. All hail, Princess Shiloh!”

“I’ll be sure to tell her you said hello, Queen Jasmine.”

Now she’s in full-on giggles. “Okay, you won with that one!”

“Be careful,” I say as she pulls out of the space. Part of me wants to tell her to let me know she made it home safely but she isn’t my girlfriend. No. She’s my son’s girlfriend. He should be there waiting for her…caring whether she makes it home. I just hope he does that… I’ll have to kick his ass if he doesn’t! 

 

*****

 

I stop by the shop. Everything is running smoothly with no hiccups after the discussion earlier today. Time for me to go home and spoil the princess.

My house is a little outside of town. It’s settled on the banks of the Mobile River that empties into the bay. It’s a simple wooden house that blends in with the natural surroundings. Trees flank its sides, providing welcome shade from the heat of the Alabama sun in the summer. I have a few neighbors along this stretch, just enough to keep me from feeling isolated. As I draw nearer, Shiloh comes out from the back of the house, barking happily and wagging her tail. She runs up to my truck as I pull to a stop and turn the engine off. The rain has finally stopped, and the sun is trying to peek through the clouds.

Getting out, I lean down as she covers my face in puppy kisses. I hug her tightly. “Okay, Shiloh. Wanna help me walk in the groceries?” She barks affirmatively as I stand up. “Let’s get to work!”

After I finish putting away the groceries, I sit down on the sofa and begin flipping through channels. As usual, nothing is on. I place it on some meaningless movie and lean back against the cushions, closing my eyes as I think back to Jasmine. My son doesn’t appreciate what a good thing he has in her. It’s one of those times I wish I could take him over my knee. Perhaps I should have done that more when he was younger, but I’m in no mood for serious introspection today.

I feel a light tap on my arm. Shiloh. Opening my eyes, I look over at her with a grin. “I guess you’re ready for some real food, huh?”

She taps me on the arm with her paw again and barks insistently.

I have my orders, and I am her loyal and faithful servant.

 

