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      “You slimy son of a bitch!”

      Jonathan “Jack” Holland turned around at the insult. His muscles tensed. Anger poured off Angelo Cabrini as he marched down the driveway of the wooded New Jersey estate. A million thoughts ran through his head. The worst, Angelo had discovered he was an agent for the FBI. He took a deep breath and tried to calm his pounding heart as he moved away from the limo. Maybe he’d forgotten to clean something out of the vehicle. It was part of his cover as the Cabrini’s chauffeur, Matt Waters. However, the look on Angelo’s face said more than an untidy car was at play here.

      “Mr. Cabrini, what seems to be the problem?”

      Angelo stopped a foot away, his eyes roaming the six-car garage and the woods beyond. His stone features resembled that of his father, mob boss, Victor Cabrini.

      “Stay away from Callie.”

      “Miss Lansing?” Shit, how much did Angelo know? Look cool and confused. “You’ve asked me to bring her to work and back. Do you not want me to drive her anymore?”

      Angelo seethed. “You know what I mean. I don’t care if she’s screwing around on the side, but not with the damn chauffeur. I plan to marry her. I need her.”

      Yeah, Angelo needed Callie. As camouflage.

      So far, Callie had been able to keep her knowledge of his dirty dealings from him, along with the fact she’d gone to the police. He had to diffuse this situation.

      “I simply drive her to work and back, sir. I haven’t seen her with anyone else.”

      “Bullshit. I saw you leaving her place this morning.” Angelo’s face grew even harder.

      Fuck. He’d left before five. He should have been more careful, but Callie had a way of making him lose sense. What the hell had Angelo been doing there? And how could he explain this situation?

      “She seemed lonely, sir. You’re always busy with work.”

      “Callie’s looking for a close-knit family and a safe life. She’ll get that from me.”

      A safe life from a mob family. Sure.

      “Maybe she needs more.”

      He was pushing it, yeah, but if Angelo didn’t mind her sleeping with other men, he might let this ride.

      Angelo’s eyes narrowed. “She didn’t need to get knocked up by the friggin’ help.”

      “She’s pregnant?” Shit. They’d been careful. Well, most of the time. Why hadn’t she said anything to him? They’d been together last night and this morning. “Did she tell you this?”

      “She doesn’t even know yet. But her doctor’s a good friend of my father. She recently had a physical, and he figured I’d be interested in what the blood work showed. Wanted to congratulate me.”

      Jack couldn’t move or speak. Callie was pregnant with his child. Getting her away from the Cabrinis as soon as possible was imperative now. Victor thought the world of Callie and hoped she’d stick around, but Victor didn’t know the truth about Angelo.

      “I take it this doctor isn’t aware of your preferences. That you wouldn’t be the father.”

      Angelo took a half step closer. Jack held his ground.

      “And he won’t know. No one does. Not even you.”

      “No, sir. Not a thing. I imagine Callie suspects, since you’ve never touched her. Are you going to pay her to go off and live far away?” That would be perfect. She could leave the area, and once he was finished with this assignment, which might be sooner than he expected, he could follow her.

      “Have her go away? You must be crazy if you think I’ll get rid of her. My father loves her. And she doesn’t seem to care about my…extra-curricular activities. We haven’t been seeing each other long enough to get married yet, though. I’ll need to get rid of the baby.”

      Jack’s heart beat double time. “If you do anything to the baby, I’ll let it slip to your father about all your little affairs. I’ll even name the men you get down and dirty with in the back of the limo.”

      The sneer on Angelo’s face stopped Jack’s breath. “She won’t even be aware she lost it. I have friends with access to drugs that will cause a miscarriage. It’s early enough, she may not suspect anything.”

      No way could he let that happen. Callie was carrying his baby. He pushed his face closer to the monster who wanted to kill his child. “Over my dead body.”

      Something evil danced across Angelo’s face. “Yes, I figured that might be the case.”

      Pain sliced deep into his side as Angelo laughed. A knife stuck out of his white dress shirt, crimson staining the formerly pristine fabric. His vision blurred and his legs buckled. Angelo pushed at him until he lay heaped on the ground, agony ripping through him. Gripping the knife handle, he pulled on it, but his head spun, and he fought to stay conscious.

      Angelo’s smirking face leaned down to taunt him.

      “There’s nothing you can do now, Waters. I’ll get rid of your mistake, and after we’re married, she’ll have my baby.”

      “You’d have to…” His hands shook on the knife handle.

      Angelo scowled, close enough that Jack could smell the coffee on his breath. “I have doctors who will do In Vitro. I don’t have to touch her. But make no mistake, she will be mine.”

      Images of Callie’s beautiful face, innocent and sweet, flashed through his mind. He couldn’t let this dirtbag do anything to her. Tugging at the knife again, he found the strength to pull it free. He thrust it up and into Angelo, the deserving bastard. The man’s eyes widened in surprise as he staggered back and fell.

      Shouts from near the house shook him from the stupor he was falling into and snapped him back to reality. Tony Pascucci, Victor’s right-hand man, ran toward them. Fuck. He was dead now. Pascucci always carried a gun.

      Jack struggled to his feet and leaned against the limo for a second. As Pascucci got closer, thoughts of Callie propelled him into action. He managed to push away, putting one foot in front of the other. When he got to the tree line, he chanced a look back. Pascucci knelt near Angelo. Good, he was taking care of that injury and not following.

      Jack stumbled away, pain coursing through him with each step. Callie. Get to Callie. Reaching in his pocket, he retrieved his phone so he could call Scott. His cousin would help him. Calling his partner, Steve, was necessary, too. He had to let the Bureau know of this mess.

      Resting for a second against a tree, he looked down at his side. Blood dripped from beneath the fingers he held there. Making it through this was imperative. Callie, his beautiful, sweet Calico, carried his child. He had to be there to protect them both.
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      Eight months later

      An infant’s cry broke the stillness of the maternity ward as Jack crept through the hallway. He looked toward the nursery. Should he go there first or to where Callie was? The room was less risky, and he needed to see her. Assure himself she was okay.

      The door was ajar, so he slipped through, closing it enough to allow a sliver of light to filter in. He made out the petite shape of the sleeping woman, then saw the bassinet next to her. His breath left his body. The baby was here with her.

      Stepping closer, he looked down on the clear container, the blue tag proclaiming this child to be a boy. Squinting in the dim light, he read the words. Mother’s name: Callina Lansing. Baby: Jonathan.

      Jonathan. She’d named the baby after him. A lump clogged his throat. A son. Damn. He had a son and wouldn’t be able to get to know him, see him grow, share in his life. This fucking world was too cruel at times.

      He shouldn’t take the chance, but he had to hold him. It was vital that he touch the life he and Callie had created. He wanted—no needed—to let his child know how much he loved him. The powerful emotion emanated from his heart even as he gazed down at the tiny figure. How could love grow this fast? His first glimpse was only a second ago. Now, the feeling consumed him.

      Reaching down, he stroked the side of his son’s face. The baby turned his head, his bow-shaped lips opening slightly. Jack’s heart beat faster. The protective instincts that had always come into play when he was around Callie, throbbed to life and expanded as he gazed at the sweet face of his son. Heat like an electric storm surged through his blood. How could he protect this child in his current situation? He’d bring more danger upon him if he hung around. Eight months of running, trying to escape the long arm of Victor Cabrini, had shown him what hell was. This was a small glimpse of heaven.

      He slid his hands under the infant, lifting him from the bed to hold him close. Jonathan barely weighed anything. His heart constricted yet again. Innocent baby scent wafted into his nostrils, and he blinked back the moisture filling his eyes. The reaction was primitive and territorial. This was his son.

      Their child’s eyes opened, but no cry erupted, so Jack relaxed. Callie had named the baby after him. After deserting her, she had every right to hate him. As much as he hated himself. Leaving her hadn’t been in his plans, but the choice had been torn from him. It had taken a while to recover from the stabbing. Then, the fuck-up by the Bureau had happened.

      He stared again at the unfocused eyes of his son, his forehead touching that of the infant’s. Kissing his face, he absorbed every little facet he could. Who knew if he’d ever see him again?

      Gazing at the sleeping woman, her peaceful face relaxed in slumber, caused more pain to rip through his heart. Her dark hair, streaked with natural reds and golds, was a riot of curls that framed her peaceful face. Long lashes fanned over high cheekbones, highlighting the lovely structure of her eyes. His beautiful Calico Cat.

      Had the pregnancy and labor been hard? She must have looked amazing, all round and filled with his child. Anger warred with his many regrets, anger that his life had been stolen from him. He’d been fighting to get it back, but he didn’t seem any closer now than he’d been eight months ago.

      Jonathan let out a small mewing sound, and Jack snuggled him close. “I’m right here, pal. I might not be around much, but I wanted to let you know…I love you very much.” His voice cracked with emotion. “I’m your Dad.”

      He had a son, was now a father. But he couldn’t be a father—not in the way that it mattered. He’d sworn he’d be better than his dad. But this—he’d be worse. As it began to sink in, his hands shook with the enormity of the situation.

      A noise from Callie drew his eyes to the bed. She shouldn’t see him. It was too dangerous. Still, he wasn’t ready to give up holding his son quite yet. You might as well gouge his heart from his chest and throw it on the floor.

      Not wanting to startle her, he sat gently on the edge of the bed.

      “Callie,” he whispered.
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      Callie woke, every muscle in her southern region screaming in protest. She forced her eyes open, though the fatigue fought to keep them closed. Someone was sitting on the bed holding the baby. Fear clutched her insides, until recognition dawned. Her breath caught.

      “Jack?” She kept her voice low. “What are you doing here?”

      Her gaze flashed to the door, then back to his unbelievably handsome face. How could he be here in her hospital room after all this time? Eight long months of trying to find him, to tell him they’d created a child and it was growing inside her. He’d disappeared from her life like she hadn’t mattered, and now he was back.

      Her eyes burned as she glared at him. He lowered his face, kissing Jonathan on the head then looked up, his eyes shining, his expression one of agony. Oh, God. Her anger melted like chocolate in the sun. His love for the baby was already apparent. How could she be upset with him? She placed her hand on Jonathan’s head, not daring to touch Jack.

      “You shouldn’t be here. Victor was around earlier. He hasn’t stopped his search for you. He’s vowed to find Angelo’s killer—his chauffeur, Matt Waters. You.”

      Jack’s arms tightened around her son. Their son. She wanted to take the baby in her arms for comfort, her comfort. Jack hadn’t been around, hadn’t been there to help her through this pregnancy or the delivery. She knew why, but it didn’t make her anger lessen. Because of him she was in a precarious place with Victor Cabrini.

      But Jack was here now, staring at their child as if he’d never seen anything more precious. Tears welled in the corners of his eyes, a testament to his grief. She couldn’t deny him a few minutes with their son, but it was delusional to think everything would be great and they could start playing house together.

      “Victor’s not here right now,” Jack pointed out, his voice gruff. “It’s three in the morning, Calico.”

      Warmth flooded her body as he said her pet name. He’d only ever used it when they were alone together.

      “I made it a point not to be seen coming in here. Had to see you…and the baby. Apologize.”

      “What are you apologizing for? That you left me to play your little spy games? That you didn’t get me out of this mess, even though you and your FBI pals said you would? Or for enticing me and getting me pregnant to begin with?”

      “Enticing you? I tried to be professional, Calico. You’re too damned beautiful and sweet.”

      He had been professional. She’d been the one to insist she sit up front and chat as he drove her to work. The one to invite him over to watch movies with her. To snuggle up to him as they sat on the couch and watched. He’d made her feel safe. It had simply been a matter of time before the chemistry between them exploded.

      She’d known Angelo was using her to hide his sexual preferences from his dad. She hadn’t cared at first, because his father seemed incredibly nice and warm when she’d met him. They’d both made her feel like part of a family. Her own parents had never been that way. She hadn’t expected to find the men worked for the mob.

      Looking back, she should have skipped town and not gone to the police. Or dropped them a note as she hightailed it out of Dodge. She gazed at Jack holding the baby, the one she wouldn’t have if she’d done that. This child had stolen her heart as soon as she saw him.

      Jack glanced at the tag on the small crib. “You named him Jonathan.”

      Callie rested her hand along the baby’s head, slyly grazing Jack’s arm. The heat was instantaneous. “After his father.”

      His mouth tightened, and his eyes shuttered. He was hiding his emotions, but Callie had always been able to read him, much to his chagrin.

      “I’m honored. You have so many reasons to hate me.”

      She wasn’t sure she could ever hate Jack, though she’d cursed him often. He was the reason she’d agreed to stay friends with Angelo. She’d felt safe with him around.

      “What happened between you and Angelo? I never got the whole story. Victor’s a bit biased in his opinion. He doesn’t know you’re FBI, though.”

      “Was FBI,” he muttered, and his voice grew harsh. “I haven’t had much to do with them lately. They’ve got a leak, and I can’t trust anyone there.”

      “Haven’t they had you in protective custody? What happened?” All this time she’d pictured him holed up in some fancy FBI hideaway.

      Jack’s face hardened, but his arms remained gentle with their son. “Protective custody was a joke. My first few locations were compromised, so I had to protect myself. It’s why I couldn’t contact you. I wanted to.”

      He stretched out his free hand but stopped inches from her face. Did she want him to touch her? Yes. No. Her mind was too muddled to know what she wanted.

      Jack looked around the room as if trying to make a decision. To tell her the truth?

      “Why did you kill Angelo?”

      “He knew you were pregnant. Some doctor friend.”

      The same one who had blabbed to Victor before she could disappear. It showed her how huge his reach was.

      “He saw me coming from your house that last morning. He was furious.”

      “He knew about us? Was jealous? We were friends. That’s it, regardless of what his father thought.”

      “He had plans for you, and an unplanned pregnancy didn’t fit in with them. He tried to kill me. It was self-defense.”

      Callie’s stomach plummeted, and her breath stopped. “He…oh, my God. Were you hurt?”

      He shrugged. “Not as bad as Angelo.”

      “What were these plans he had for me?” Angelo had always been sweet to her, but if he worked for the mob, he obviously had a darker side.

      “It doesn’t matter. He’s dead.” Jack’s face was like granite. He was done talking about the subject.

      “Where have you been all this time?”

      “Running. Hiding. Victor put a hit out on me.” He averted his gaze as if embarrassed. He’d wanted to face this head on, but Victor was too powerful, even for someone like Jack.

      She let out the breath she’d been holding since she’d asked the question. “No one’s been helping you ?”

      “Scott, my cousin, and a few guys from my Army unit. They’re the only ones I trust right now. They’ve helped move me around the country, kept me safe, but unfortunately haven’t been able to get me any closer to putting Victor away.”

      Jack had talked often about his cousin. They’d been raised like brothers after Scott’s parents died.

      He pressed his nose against the infant, inhaling deeply. “He’s beautiful, Calico. Like his mother.” His voice changed, became rougher. “Victor thinks the baby is Angelo’s, huh?”

      “Yeah. I couldn’t tell him the child’s father was the man who killed his son or even suggest that I’d been seeing someone else. He’d have been furious. I couldn’t win either way.”

      He moved closer, the proximity making her dizzy, unsure. His hair was longer than the last time she’d seen him. She ached to run her fingers through the dark unruly locks, longed to touch his face and scrape her knuckles across the stubble on his chin. Shivers flittered through her at the memory of it against her bare skin.

      “You were seeing another man, Calico. Me. I shouldn’t have put you in that kind of danger.”

      “Maybe not, but you weren’t alone in that relationship. I wanted it, too.” She’d admit to being angry at first, but what choice did he have? “Are they any closer to putting Victor away?”

      “I don’t think so. My contact with the Bureau is sporadic. The official word is I’ve gone rogue after killing Angelo. That won’t change until we can find the agent in Victor’s pocket.”

      Callie’s eyes blurred. “I was able to move here to Connecticut, so I don’t see Victor all that often. With the baby, I have a feeling I’ll see him more.”

      “Which means I have to stay away. It’s too dangerous to be anywhere near you or Jonathan. I hate this.”

      Torment rang in his tone. She wanted to rage at the unfairness of it. Jack was Jonathan’s father. He should be able to watch him grow up. Unless Victor was taken down, that would never happen.

      Jack snuggled the baby close, his breathing uneven and ragged. She brushed the hair back from his forehead as he sighed.

      “I hate the fact that he won’t know who I am. Won’t know how much I love him and want to be a good father to him.”

      His words faltered, and Callie’s heart shattered along with his. They were powerless to stop it. She’d never known if her parents loved her. They’d been so involved in their adventurous lifestyle that they hadn’t spent much time with her. Had they ever said they loved her? Not that she remembered. Jonathan was barely hours old and already Jack was saying it.

      “He’ll know, Jack.” This might be a foolish decision, but she never wanted her son to feel unloved—by either parent. She caressed Jack’s cheek, the familiar stubble rough against her fingers. How she’d missed it. “I’ll make sure to tell him. Every day.”

      He curled into her hand, kissing the palm. “Thank you, Calico.” Digging his free hand into his pocket, he pulled out a phone, then aimed it at his son, clicking a few buttons.

      She took the phone, snapped some pictures of Jack with the baby, then sent them to her phone. “I’ll print these out and show him all the time. He’ll know who you are.”

      He scowled. “It’s too dangerous to have them.”

      “I’ll keep them under lock and key. And I’ll send more as he grows.”

      Jack let out a shaky breath, closing his eyes. “It’s killing me to think I might not see him again.”

      “Maybe not in person, but he’ll know who his father is. And once you put Victor away…” She could only hope that happened soon.

      Lowering his head, he whispered, “I love you, Jonathan. Don’t ever forget that.”

      How she wished he’d said those words to her. Hesitating, he handed the baby over, bent for a final kiss on the child’s head, then started to move away.

      She reached out to stop him. “Be careful, Jack.”

      He leaned in to kiss her cheek, but she turned her face and captured his lips with hers. Molten lava flared inside, surprising her with its intensity. But then this was Jack. He’d always gotten that reaction from her.

      Loneliness consumed her as he stood up. Lifting his phone, he took a few more pictures then backed away.

      “Take care of our son.”

      His angular jaw tightened, his gray eyes clouded. Another deep sigh and he was gone.

      Had her heart left with him? She looked down at the sleeping child in her arms. No, it hadn’t. A small piece was with Jack, but he’d left a large part of himself with her. Right here, in the form of their beautiful son.
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      Two Years Later

      “Happy Birthday, Jonathan.”

      Callie gazed down at her son, love pouring from her heart. How could he be two already? Wasn’t it just yesterday he’d been born? But then all parents said that.

      The small crowd cheered as he attempted to extinguish the two candles on his cake. Callie stood above him, her breath snuffing out the flames as he blew spit from his mouth. No one minded a little baby saliva with their cake. It was all part of the fun, right?

      “Here, you cut the cake and I’ll scoop ice cream,” Heather Silva offered, placing paper plates on the table. Callie smiled her gratitude at her best friend. She didn’t know what she’d do without Heather. They’d been inseparable for more than a dozen years, since Callie’s parents had died and her great-aunt placed her in a boarding school at the age of thirteen. Heather had shown her the ropes, kept her from being lonely or afraid. She still did.

      “Here you go, sweetheart,” Callie said, placing the cake in front of her son. He grabbed for it greedily and within seconds was covered in the confection. The room erupted in laughter.

      She moved the cake a few inches away and began to cut pieces for the rest of the guests. It was a small group. Heather, two children from Jonathan’s play group with their moms, her neighbor with her three-year old granddaughter, and Victor.

      Her pasted-on smile widened as she glanced his way. Victor leaned against her counter, designer suit standing out amongst the casually dressed guests, smiling at Jonathan’s antics. He may not be demonstrative, but he’d been good to the two of them. She couldn’t fault him for that. The man truly enjoyed seeing Jonathan, but he also believed Jonathan was his grandchild. If he knew the truth…she didn’t even want to think about what he’d do. She hated the fact his presence was the reason for an extremely conspicuous absence.

      Jonathan’s father should be here. He wants to be, but you know why he can’t. How could he show his face anywhere near Victor? I need to stop thinking about him, wanting him.

      “Did you hear from Aunt Agatha today?” Heather whispered once everyone had their cake and had moved away to eat it.

      Callie’s Great-Aunt Agatha had gotten custody of her when her parents died. She’d never had any children of her own and had no clue what to do with one, especially a teenager. She’d figured Callie would be better off in a school where there were people around who knew how to take care of children. Callie had only visited her during holidays.

      She gave a dry laugh, looking at Heather. Her friend wasn’t actually talking about her aunt. Agatha Crumpet was ninety years old, had been living in an expensive nursing home in Maine for the past three years, and didn’t always remember who Callie was. But that fact alone made her the perfect person to use. Well, for Jack to use. He and Callie had set up several online accounts using Aunt Agatha’s name. No one had any clue her messages to her aunt were her way of keeping Jack a part of Jonathan’s life.

      “He…um, she sent a text yesterday saying she would try and video call today after the party. It’s been a while since we’ve had some face time with her. You know how much Jonathan loves it.”

      Heather smiled, her eyes twinkling. There were four people who knew the true story. A knock on the kitchen door revealed the other.

      “Hey, heard someone was having a birthday today,” Scott Holland called through the screen door. Jonathan waved his frosting covered hands in the air.

      “Unta Tott. Tate.”

      Callie smiled down at her son’s attempt at speech, then beckoned the man to enter. “Hi, Scott. Perfect timing for cake.”

      As he entered the kitchen, her breath hitched at the similarities between him and his cousin. It wasn’t blatant. Scott’s hair was a shade lighter and had a bit more wave than Jack’s unruly mop and his eyes were a deeper blue. Jack’s eyes seemed almost gray at times. Stormy, like his mood since he’d been on the run. But the crooked smile was similar, and they both had the subtle dimple in their chin. Jonathan had the start of one, too.

      Sauntering over to Scott, Heather placed a chaste kiss on his lips. Callie chuckled at their charade. Since Scott had no reason to hang around here, Heather had suggested they pretend to be a couple. Victor wouldn’t get suspicious, and she wouldn’t have to find a reason why this strange man visited Jonathan on a regular basis.

      “I’d love a piece of cake,” Scott answered, looking down as he put his arm around Heather. “I’m sure it’s not as sweet as you, though, honey.”

      Heather tried to keep from rolling her eyes with little success. Callie looked away, suppressing her laughter as she cut another piece of cake for their new arrival.

      “Thanks, Callie. This looks great.” Scott bent so his face was level with Jonathan’s. “Is it someone’s birthday today? I brought a present, but I’m not sure who I should give it to.”

      “Me,” Jonathan yelled, waving his hands in the air. “I two.” Three sticky fingers flashed up at Scott.

      He avoided the boy’s fingers, kissed him on the head, then mussed his hair. “Two years old. What a big boy, almost old enough to start school.”

      “Oh, don’t remind me,” Callie moaned. “I’ve signed him up for three mornings a week at the church preschool. I’ll probably cry the whole time, instead of getting work done like I’m supposed to.”

      Victor moved up behind her, and she stiffened. “You know, Callina, I’ve told you before there’s no reason for you to work. I’m happy to take care of you and my grandson. You can spend all day with him.”

      Forcing a smile, she turned to face him. “Thank you, Victor. That means the world to me. But you know I sometimes need a little time away from Jonathan. I love him dearly, but he’s in constant motion.”

      Callie forestalled the objections she saw coming. “I know you offered a nanny, too, but you have to understand I love my job and being self-sufficient. My boss has been great about allowing me to work from home most days. It’s the perfect balance for me. Jonathan also needs to interact with other children now that he’s a little older.”

      She would never allow Victor to support her and Jonathan. He’d want them to move back to New Jersey with him. Her little house in this small Connecticut town was perfect for them. Victor’s mansion was gorgeous but no place for a two-year-old. Not to mention, the thought of living with a mob boss sent shivers up her spine. She needed the two hours distance so he wouldn’t visit too often.

      “Well, my Angelo did say you were excellent at accounting and quite independent.”

      Swallowing hard, she tried not to react. Angelo wouldn’t have been complimentary if he’d known the accounting she’d discovered on his computer—information revealing who the Cabrinis were and what had led her down the road she was now on.

      “Let’s clean you up a bit, sweetie.”

      After wetting a washcloth in the sink, she cleaned the mess off her son. She glanced at Victor. What would her life have been like if she hadn’t discovered the crooked accounting three years ago? She’d never have gone to the cops, Angelo wouldn’t be dead, and Jack wouldn’t be on the run because he had a price on his head.

      But then she wouldn’t have her precious son either. She couldn’t imagine life without Jonathan. He was everything to her. Maybe she’d make some different choices, but she didn’t regret having this child.

      Callie lowered Jonathan to the floor to play with his friends while she picked up. Heather came over, shooing her away.

      “I’ll clean. Jonathan needs to open his presents. He’s two. Not the most patient age. Go.”

      “All right, but I owe you.” She found Jonathan hovering over his stack in the living room.

      In what seemed like seconds, the young boy ripped all the paper off and squealed over every new toy. Scott cleared away the wrappings, then returned with a huge grin, his hands behind his back.

      “I was taking out the trash and I found something on the back steps. You wouldn’t know who it belongs to, would you, Jonathan?”

      The boy turned eager eyes to his uncle and shouted, “Mine.”

      Scott swung his hand around, a shiny, red tricycle with a horn attached to the handlebars, dangling from it. Jonathan squealed again as he ran to check it out.

      “What dis?”

      Scott laughed. “This is a tricycle.”

      “Twitle,” Jonathan attempted.

      “Good enough for now. Let’s see how it fits you. Hop on.”

      As Scott assisted the boy onto the seat, Callie crossed her arms, scolding, “You shouldn’t have gotten him something this big.”

      Scott’s familiar crooked grin tugged at her heart. “I didn’t. It’s from Aunt Agatha. She asked me to put it together for her.”

      Nodding, she tidied up Jonathan’s toys as he was pushed around the room. Soon, the boy’s eyes began to grow heavy from his missed nap, and people began to leave.

      Scott, Heather, and Victor were the only ones remaining. When Victor announced he was leaving, she breathed a sigh of relief. She called for Jonathan to say good-bye. He slid off the tricycle and toddled toward Callie. His attention was caught halfway there, and her eyes widened with horror when he spotted her laptop tucked hastily on a shelf. Her biggest fear slipped out of her son’s mouth.

      “Dah dee?” Jonathan pointed to the computer, knowing this was for when they wanted to see Jack. Crap, Victor couldn’t know this.

      His eyes narrowed. “Did he just say ‘daddy’?”

      Scooping her son up, she kissed his cheek. “I think he said ‘doggy’. We’ve been looking at dogs online recently. I mentioned maybe getting a puppy, and he hasn’t let me forget it. But I’m not ready to take care of something else that slobbers and drools all day.”

      Wiping the corner of Jonathan’s mouth to lend credence to her words, she lifted her son’s hand. “Say good-bye, sweetheart.”

      Victor leaned in to pat the child’s head. “Soon, Callina, he’ll need a man’s guidance to mold him into the right kind of person to take over for me. With Angelo gone, Jonathan will inherit everything. I wish you’d reconsider coming to live back in New Jersey. I’ll help raise him right.”

      Victor tried to show concern, but all Callie saw was the sly look of a criminal who wanted to corrupt her son. Jonathan could not become what Victor was, she’d rather die. Why couldn’t she be brave enough to find a way out of this mess?

      Because her last act of bravery was what had gotten her here? She couldn’t risk anything more now that she had Jonathan to consider. Her only hope was the authorities coming through someday. Soon.

      After Victor left, Jonathan pointed to the laptop again. “See Dah dee. Mama, see Dah dee?”

      She hugged her son, wanting to give him his wish, especially today on his birthday. The text Jack sent last night had been short and to the point. He’d be on after five. Callie had long ago stopped hoping she could get much more from him.

      “We’ll try and see Daddy a little later.”

      “Have you spoken with him lately?” Callie asked Scott, trying to keep the despair from her voice. They all hated Jack’s predicament, but Callie had guilt on top of it. If it hadn’t been for her, Jack wouldn’t be running around the country avoiding anyone with ties to Victor. And Victor had many ties.

      “A few days ago, he had to fire some men from the site he’s working on. He told me about the tricycle and said he’d try and see Jonathan tonight.” Scott owned a large construction company, and Jack was able to hop from site to site to keep from staying in one place too long.

      Heather sat next to Callie. “Someday, it will all work out. They’ll put you-know-who away for good, and Jack’ll be able to be here. No more hiding him in the closet.”

      Scott tilted his head. “You’ve hidden Jack in the closet?”

      Callie laughed. “No, but I keep the few pictures I’ve taken of him and Jonathan over the last couple years in the closet, locked in a box whenever Victor comes over. I should move them back.”

      Getting up, she picked up the picture of Angelo and the small photo album she’d cobbled together for Victor’s benefit. It wasn’t shown to Jonathan unless Victor insisted. Sliding it on a shelf, she retrieved the strong box she’d shoved under the extra blankets in the hall closet, then set that on the large wooden trunk she used as a coffee table. It was usually kept inside. When her son saw what she had, he lumbered over, a toy car in each hand.

      “Dah dee?”

      “You want to see pictures of Daddy? We can do that. He wants to be here with you, sweetheart, but he can’t. We’ll think of him, though.” She said these words daily to remind her son who his father was. It reminded her of what they were all missing.

      Jonathan pouted, but she distracted him by unlocking the box. He crawled on to her lap, and she settled the large picture album in front of them. Her throat closed up as she looked at the pictures Jack had taken the day Jonathan was born. It had been the one time Jack had seen his son when he was that small.

      Blinking back tears, she remembered the few times Jack had seen his son in the past two years. Each visit had been brief and almost painful. She allowed him to spend every second with Jonathan when he showed up. It was all he would get for a long while.

      Passing the pictures she’d gotten from their video chats, she turned to the page of Jonathan’s first birthday. Jack had managed to stop by much later than everyone else. His disappointment that Jonathan was asleep was evident, so she’d suggested he look in on their son while he slept. Jonathan stirred awake, and she’d allowed Jack the pleasure of changing the soiled diaper that had awakened him.

      They’d played for a short while, and Jonathan had been excited to see the man from the pictures and computer and had actually taken four or five steps in a row. It was more than he had ever done. Jack had scooped him up for a bear hug, proud as any dad. She’d captured the moment in a picture.

      Those hugs weren’t enough to sustain her son. There was nothing she could do, however. The e-mails from her to Jack were frequent and filled with details of Jonathan’s life. But other than a brief “thanks” there was never any mention of Jack’s life. He claimed it was safer that way.

      In all of their communications, their son was all they ever discussed. No mention was made of the two of them. It was as if their relationship hadn’t happened. Except Jonathan was proof it had.

      She touched the picture showing Jack snuggling Jonathan against his strong chest as he rocked the baby back to sleep. Callie wanted to snuggle there, too. It’d been far too long since she’d been held.

      It would be longer still before she could seek comfort in another man’s arms, if ever. Her relationship with Jack was too complicated for any prospective lover to understand. She’d made a promise to Jack, and she’d keep it no matter how much the pain of never being able to have him hurt her. She wouldn’t let her son think his father didn’t love him.

      Jonathan became bored with the pictures and wiggled to the floor, toddling around the room, checking out his gifts. He passed the bookshelf, pointing to the laptop.

      “Mama, see Dah dee?”

      Callie looked at the clock, it was already six. She’d been so steeped in memories she hadn’t noticed. Getting to her feet, she grabbed the laptop. As she set it up on the old trunk, she smiled at her son. “We’ll see if he’s around. You can tell him about your presents.”

      Jonathan jumped up and down in excitement, waving his three fingers again. “I two.”

      Heather grinned from her reclined spot on the couch. “You might want to work on the two fingers thing again. I don’t think he’s quite got that number down.”

      Callie glared at her friend as she clicked on the video icon. Jack’s, or rather Aunt Agatha’s, avatar was dark. He wasn’t on yet. She flashed disappointed eyes to her son, who was still skipping around the room.

      Scott’s sympathetic voice drifted to her. “He wanted to see Jonathan today. Said he wouldn’t miss his birthday for anything.”

      Callie nodded, willing the little avatar to light up and flash at her. Jonathan scampered around then giggled, squealing, “Dah dee!”

      “Soon, sweetheart.” She sighed. “He wouldn’t miss your birthday.”

      Jonathan continued chirping his daddy song.

      “Hey, pal, Mommy’s right. I would never miss your birthday.”

      Callie froze, her heart skipping a beat. Her head swiveled toward the low voice. Standing in the doorway was the most breathtaking sight she’d ever seen. Jack Holland.
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      “Dah dee.” Jonathan squealed again, and Jack got down on one knee to scoop the child into his arms. Too damned long since he’d done this. Held his son. He shouldn’t even be here today, but no way could he get through Jonathan’s birthday without holding and kissing his child.

      “Happy birthday, pal,” he whispered, not sure his voice would work. He blinked a few times, Jonathan’s arms around him causing his blood to pump faster, making him stronger. Three times in two years was pitiful for a father to see his child. Still, what other choice did he have? Staying away was the best way to protect him.

      Standing with the boy in his arms, he looked at the others in the room. Scott and Heather registered briefly, but honestly, Callie was the one who took all his attention. Still the prettiest thing he’d ever seen. How did she get more beautiful as the years passed? She wore a short, lavender-colored sundress that emphasized her tanned skin and long legs. Her dark curls were secured to the back of her head in deference to the hot September weather. Their eyes met. Was that regret flashing from them? Was it his constant absence or that he’d shown up? Anything risky made her anxious, and his coming here was definitely that. But every time she texted, e-mailed, or video chatted, she took a risk. Thank God she did. He couldn’t have made it through the last two years if he hadn’t gotten constant updates on Jonathan.

      “Hi, Calico.” He sent her the crooked grin that always made her blush. Sure enough, her cheeks turned pink, and she lowered her eyes.

      “Jack.” When she looked up, they held concern. “I wasn’t expecting you to be here. Scott said you were currently working in Pennsylvania.”

      Shrugging, he kissed Jonathan again. “It’s the weekend, and I didn’t mind the drive. I heard there might be cake.” This he addressed to the boy in his arms. “Did you have cake, pal?”

      “Mmm, tate.” Jonathan nodded his head. “Want tate, Dah dee?”

      “Maybe in a little while. First, you need to show me what you got for your birthday.” He knelt down allowing Jonathan to toddle over to his pile of toys. The boy squeezed the horn on the tricycle, then giggled. God, I needed to hear that. Need to hear it more often.

      Scott roused from his reclined position on the chair. “The tricycle is from your Dad, Jonathan. I brought it over, so you’d have it with all your other gifts, but your Daddy was the one who got it for you.”

      Jack threw an appreciative look at his cousin, then glanced at Heather. “I take it you helped with the party. Thanks.”

      Heather merely smiled back. “You know I’ll do anything I can to help Callie.” She didn’t engage in pleasantries or try to make small talk. Jack liked that about Heather. The woman was no-nonsense and told it like it was. Asking him how he was wouldn’t be something she’d do, since she was aware of his situation and that he hated the fact he couldn’t be with Callie and Jonathan.

      “Dah dee, wide?” Jonathan looked up at him, and he almost melted. His heart began to heal a tiny bit at the adoration pouring from his son’s eyes. As soon as he had to go away again, it would start chipping off into little pieces once more. Would it be too broken someday to be put together again? For now, he’d get as much as possible out of every second he had with his son.

      “You can have a ride, sure. Let’s get you up into the saddle, partner.” He helped Jonathan into the seat, then positioned his hands and feet in the right place. “Keep your feet on the pedals as they move. Soon, we’ll have you doing this all on your own.”

      As he pushed the child around the room, Callie rose and tidied up the place. Heather helped and even Scott picked up a few things. Letting him have time with his son, alone. Selfish, yes, but when he only got to see his child once a year, he wanted every second to be about Jonathan. They understood that.

      Scott entered the room again and gave Jonathan a kiss on the head. “I’ve got to go
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