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Chapter One

 


Tucker Dawson loved to kiss. He loved the
melding of lips, the dueling of tongues, the taste of the woman he
was with, the exploration which left him dizzy and in need of
oxygen. Except right now, he wished he was anywhere else.

Mandy Scofield was an attractive woman, she
just wasn’t who he wanted. Wasn’t the woman who’d been torturing
his mind and body since she’d left him alone in his bed after a
fabulous night twisting the sheets.

His doorbell rang, the melody singing along
the hardwood floors.

He broke the kiss. Thank goodness for small
mercies. Now all he had to do was figure out how to let Mandy down
gently. He didn’t want to hurt her feelings nor could he continue
down this path. He wasn’t ready and wasn’t sure when he would be
ready.

Maybe honesty would be best. She’d asked him
out, after all.

He opened the door, expecting his neighbors.
Their sheep got into his paddocks on a monthly basis. It wasn’t his
neighbors on the other side of the door. Tucker swallowed back a
gasp.

Adele.

He gaped. Her oval face appeared rounder,
her honey skin darker than he remembered. In the months since he’d
last seen her, she’d let her brunette hair grow and it now hung
past her shoulders.

“Grab my bags.” Dusk enveloped her as she
brushed past him, her scent wafting up to cloud his senses. She
smelled like fresh air, vanilla, and woman. Wait, what?
Bags?

He glanced down. Sure enough, a suitcase on
wheels and a large sports bag with a thick crossover strap sat on
his welcome mat. On autopilot, he bent and collected the bags
without question.

Tucker followed Adele into his combined
kitchen, dining, and family area. Adele drew up short when she
encountered Mandy.

“Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize you had
company.”

Mandy smiled. “Hi.”

Adele took a step back. “I’ll go.”

“No, wait.” Mandy stood and caught Adele’s
wrist before she could disappear from his life again.

Adele let out a breath and rubbed her free
hand over her lower back.

“I really don’t want to intrude.”

“You’re not,” Mandy assured.

“If you’re sure?” Adele sounded uncertain
and a little lost, something he didn’t think would ever come from
her. The woman could give it as good as she got. It broke his
heart. More than it already was since she’d left him all those
months ago.

“Stay. Please.” He pushed the words past the
lump in his throat. He needed answers. More importantly, he needed
her in his life. These last months had been hell.

“Sit. Get off your feet.”

Thank heaven for Mandy. At least one of them
had the wherewithal to be hospitable. He was still staring at her
back since she hadn’t looked at him once. His mother would be
appalled at his lack of manners.

“Thanks.”

When she turned, he got his first good look
at Adele since she’d walked back into his life. Her once slim
figure, kept trim for her Olympic aspirations, had filled out. She
looked healthy and radiant. His gaze dropped to the bulge beneath
her black tunic, the reason for her weight gain.

Holy shit.

Adele was pregnant.

The moment Adele was settled on his couch
cushion, Mandy cleared her throat. “I should go.”

Adele’s hazel eyes flared with panic and she
struggled to stand, her bump hindering her.

“I don’t want to interrupt.”

Tucker glanced between the two women. He
snapped to attention. “I’ll walk you out.”

Adele’s shoulders slumped in defeat. In that
moment, she looked miserable.

He cupped Mandy’s elbow and escorted her to
the front door. His recently vacated mind suddenly burst to life,
filling with what to say to his date.

“Looks like you’ve got your hands full.”

She had that right.

“Yeah, listen, Mandy…”

“Shhh.” She placed a finger over his lips.
“It’s okay. I get it. We don’t exactly have chemistry. Actually,
I’m glad this happened. I was trying to figure out a way to let you
down gently.”

He let out a rush of breath. “You’re a great
woman.”

“I know. Good luck in there. Be gentle with
her. She looks like she hasn’t had it easy. I don’t know the
history, but she came to you for a reason. Try to be
understanding.”

“I will. Thank you.” He opened the door.

Mandy slipped through and he waited until
she was in her car and onto the main road before heading back to
Adele who now had his chocolate border collie’s head on her lap.
Max wore an expression of complete ecstasy as she rubbed his silky
ears. Tucker was pretty sure his face had looked the same when her
hands had been on him.

“How far along are you?”

She gave him a look.

He swallowed. She had a point. He didn’t
need to ask. Seven months, six days, and eleven hours, give or
take.

His brain once again disconnected. “It’s
mine?”

Her face hardened. Max’s head lifted as if
sensing the mood plummeting.

“Sorry.” He rubbed the back of his neck.
“Stupid question. You were a virgin before I came along.”

Her plump cheeks darkened to a deep rouge.
He never knew why she’d chosen him to be her first. He’d been
honored and terrified he wouldn’t be able to make it enjoyable for
her.

“I didn’t mean to ruin your date.”

“You didn’t. It wasn’t going anywhere.”

Not when she was on his mind.

“I’m sorry. I’m afraid rumors will be flying
around town before morning. I had to hitch a ride with Auggie part
of the way and it’s not like I can hide my condition anymore.”

He hadn’t stopped to think about how she’d
gotten to his property. Dawson’s Ridge was situated about twenty
minutes from the town of Woollybah Creek in the far west of the
State of New South Wales. Although they were lucky to claim fifteen
hundred residents in town and in the surrounding area, it didn’t
have a taxi service.

Auggie Halloran was of his parents’
generation, though had a stock of white hair he usually hid with
his Akubra. He was a good man who didn’t participate in gossip but
that didn’t mean he wouldn’t innocently mention Adele or the bun in
her oven. There were several people who may have seen Auggie drop
her off at his house and relish the opportunity to share the news.
He could already hear them snickering about the good-time bachelor
who’d finally bitten off more than he could chew. Honestly, though,
he wasn’t overly concerned about either.

Condoms were known to fail. He’d been lucky
to avoid this situation before. He supposed if he knocked anyone
up, he was thankful it was Adele. Though she probably wasn’t
feeling as grateful.

“Why have you only just come now?”

Shadows clouded her hazel eyes. “I wasn’t
sure if you’d want this—the baby, I mean.
But you needed to know. It was the right thing to do.”

She bit her lip and dropped her gaze. He was
sure there was more than she was saying but for now he let it go.
The dark circles under her eyes spoke of exhaustion.

“You’ve always been welcome here.”

He pushed her citrus-scented hair back
behind her ear. She sucked in a breath, the swift intake audible.
Her eyes glistened with unshed tears. Yeah, there was a whole other
story he’d get to the bottom of later.

“Thanks, Tucker.”

“No need. Even if you weren’t carrying my
child, I would want you here, Adele.”

Her forehead creased. Tucker hated that she
was confused by his words. Starting tomorrow he would make her
understand she belonged here with him. The baby was just a happy
surprise. He sat on the coffee table and reached for her ankle.
Adele’s eyes widened when he slipped the boot from her foot and
gently massaged her instep. Her breath expelled as she relaxed.

“That feels so good.”

“Let me take care of you.”

“I’m capable of doing that myself.”

Tension stiffened the limb resting on his
thigh.

“I’m not saying you can’t.”

Adele had always been kind of prickly with a
bit of a chip on her shoulder. Pregnancy had not mellowed her. Not
that he would want it to. He liked her the way she was.

“Will you let me spoil you?”

“I don’t need spoiling. Just rest. I’m so
tired.”

The sun had yet to fully set. Just how long
had she been traveling?

“Sure.”

He plucked her off the couch and headed to
his bedroom, Max trailing him.

Adele let out a gasp and protested. “I’m too
heavy to be lugging around!”

Since pre-pregnancy Adele had been petite
with little meat on her bones and the fact her new weight was
mostly baby, he expelled little effort to carry her and ignored her
pleas to let her walk. When he deposited Adele on the bed, Max
jumped up beside her and his long tongue swiped at her cheek.
Tucker cleared his throat.

“Down.”

Max’s chocolate ears flattened but he did as
he was told and sat on the checkered weave rug beside the bed and
stared adoringly at Adele.

“He’s missed you.”

I’ve missed you.

“I’ve missed him, too.” She glanced around.
“This is your room.”

“Yep.”

“Don’t you have a guest room?”

“I do. But I want you beside me.”

No truer words had been spoken. Now that he
had Adele back within his grasp, he wasn’t letting her out of his
sight.

“Can I get you anything? Water?”

“No, I’m fine. Thank you.”

“Okay, then.” He toed off his boots and
peeled off his shirt and jeans, Adele’s eyes rounded as he stripped
down to his boxers before sliding in beside her. It was a little
early to turn in but he wasn’t about to walk out that door knowing
Adele was on the other side. He had an urge to touch her, to keep
touching as if to convince himself she was really there.

Wrapping his arms around her waist, he
buried his nose in her hair and for the first time in months
relaxed, knowing all was right in his world.


Chapter Two

 


“Did you know?”

His office manager, Evelyn James, spun
around at Tucker’s demand, her brows knitted.

“Know what?”

“About Adele’s pregnancy.”

Evie’s mouth gaped. “Adele’s pregnant?” Her
eyes bugged. “Oh my … are you the father?”

“Yes.”

“Congratulations. It is congratulations,
yes?”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “It is. I’m
still trying to wrap my head around Adele being back, let alone
pregnant.”

It all seemed surreal. Finally, after seven
months of waiting, of trying to get her number from Evie. But as
she’d explained, it wasn’t her place to give something if her
friend had not. He’d hated it but he understood. And he hadn’t
wanted to put her in the middle.

Evie closed the lid of the
copier-and-printer combo with a soft whoosh. He’d built the small
office as a standalone building, keeping his personal and business
lives separate. He wanted a place he could bring potential clients
to discuss their requirements without having to trudge them through
his home. While small, it boasted four rooms, the main reception
area where he currently stood which housed Evie’s desk, filing
cabinets, and some comfortable couches. Multiple trophies,
certificates of achievement and frames, newspaper clippings about
his business, and horses decorated the walls. The other rooms
consisted of his office, a kitchen, and bathroom. The wall-mounted
air-con unit blew a steady stream of chilled air around the
room.

“How do you feel about it?” Evie asked.

He hadn’t given much thought to starting a
family. Sure, he’d wanted kids, though in his mind that had been
far into the future. Being over a year from thirty, he had the
time. It wasn’t an ideal situation but he’d roll with it. This was
his kid and the woman he’d thought nothing else of for months.

“I have no idea. Excited. Scared.”

“Sounds about normal.”

“She showed up when Mandy Scofield was
there.”

Evie’s laugh came out a snort. “I bet that
was fun to explain.”

“Mandy was great. Neither of us were feeling
it. She was actually planning on ending the date when Adele showed
up.”

Evie shuffled some papers and stapled them
together. “Your bachelor stock has definitely dropped since you
hooked up with Adele.”

Leaning against the back of the couch, he
crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re enjoying this.”

“I admit I am. It’s fun to see the man who
has bedded half the town and surrounding areas all torn up over a
woman.”

His muscles contorted in a cringe. She made
him sound like a “hit it and quit it” man. Did he enjoy the company
of women? Yes. Did he have one-night stands? Again, yes. Had he
made his way through the population? Regrettably so. Tucker knew he
had a reputation. Several in fact. Some less than complementary and
no doubt caused his mother embarrassment. Others were more
favorable and why he was never short of company when he made an
appearance at Brett’s Pub.

It wasn’t as if he was opposed to a
relationship. It was just the women he met couldn’t hold his
interest. He never deceived those he took to bed. They all knew it
wouldn’t go beyond the carnal. Still, shame settled over him like a
mist. It wasn’t any of the women’s fault. They were all nice,
except for a few who didn’t like the fact he kept his word and
figured they could change his mind and got angry when they failed.
Now, he knew he’d been biding his time, waiting for a special lady.
Adele.

He couldn’t deny Evie’s claim. He was torn
up over Adele. He liked her quick wit, dry humor, and sarcasm.
Beneath her natural beauty, she had a sweetness which could turn
sour in a second to defend her friends. He also loved her smile,
made even more special as it wasn’t an often occurrence, despite
her incredible kindness and giving nature. She had an amazing way
with horses and her equestrian skills left him in awe. She’d been
the object of his focus numerous times. No one ever compared. Adele
Douglas was born to ride, just as she was to drive him crazy.

“You’ve got it bad,” Evie observed.

“Are you done?”

She grinned. “Not on your life. Consider
this payback for all the teasing you gave me when it was me and
Sam.”

“Yeah, but at least you and Sam had a
chance.”

A minuscule one, but better odds than he and
Adele. She could be so prickly at times and wasn’t easy to read or
anticipate.

“You don’t think Adele wants a
relationship?”

“I think she’s back because she has nowhere
else to go. I’m the last resort.”

And why had it taken her seven months to
come back to him? She was a practical woman. If she hadn’t gotten
pregnant, would he ever see her again outside of rodeos?

Evie placed a hand on his arm. “Don’t sell
yourself short, Tuck. You may act like a hound dog but you’ve got a
heart of gold.”

His cheeks heated.

“Let Adele see that. I know she’s not the
easiest to get along with. Believe me. I’ve known her a long time.
Still waters and all that. All I’m saying is give yourselves a
chance.”

“Thanks, Evie.”

“Remember this day when you’re choosing
godmothers.”

He chuckled. “There’s no contest. You’ve got
the job.”

She beamed. “Seriously, though, you two have
a spark. I saw it seven months ago. That doesn’t just go away.”

“How’s Sam?” He and Sam haven’t always
gotten along. They’d never been friends growing up and when the man
returned to town after a bitter divorce almost a year ago, he’d
been a douche to Evie and halfway to being an alcoholic. He’d
cleaned up his act and now was working to restore his family farm
to its former glory.

Tucker had his reservations about the man,
but he loved Evie and made her happy. In the end, that’s all that
mattered.

Love and complete happiness shone from
Evie’s face. A spurt of envy shot through Tucker.

“He’s great, actually. He just purchased
some Angus cows. He’s over the moon. Bluegum Flats is looking
amazing. His hard work and dedication are finally starting to
show.”

“I’m happy for you, Evie.”

“Thanks, Tuck. It’s been a long and painful
journey but the end result was worth it all. You know what they
say, nothing worth it is ever easy.” She winked. “You’ll see.”

He shook his head. She wasn’t giving up. No
doubt Evie would play matchmaker until he and Adele said their I
Dos. He was up for it. He only had to convince Adele.

“Is there anything you need from me before I
get to work?”

She retrieved a manila folder from her desk.
“Your signature on Jazzy’s insurance form.”

He took the folder and the black pen she
offered and scrawled his name in the allocated space. “Here you
go.”

“Thank you. Everything else is running
smoothly. Vet and feed invoices have been paid. I’ve also ordered
the food and drinks for the barbecue next month. The tables and
chairs will arrive on Thursday. Alex
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