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 Author’s Note

 


Welcome to Safe Harbor, California, where doctors at
the medical center help women and couples have the babies they long
for. Sometimes, those doctors are having the babies themselves!

When private detective Mike Aaron and tall,
outspoken obstetrician Paige Brennan first met in Falling for
the Nanny, he offended her by describing her as an Amazon.
Naturally, a romance writer can see that these two strong-minded
individuals were destined to fall in love.

As always, I like to put a twist on the story
to make it fun for the reader. In The Detective’s Accidental
Baby, which featured Mike’s brother Sherlock, we learned that
Mike doesn’t want kids but has become a sperm donor. Paige,
however, wants a baby very much.

In The Baby Dilemma, their worlds
collide. She’s about to get pregnant with his child in a high-tech
way. The fact that they also become lovers before they realize they
have another connection adds a delicious complication.

Will love bridge the gap? I hope you’ll enjoy
finding out!

—Jacqueline Diamond, Brea, California

 


 


 


Reviewers say...

 


“I have a few guilty pleasures. Very dark
chocolate and Jacqueline Diamond's Safe Harbor Medical romance
series generally top the list.”

—Tracy Farnsworth, Roundtablereviews

 


“If this is your first Safe Harbor Medical
book or you have been reading them since the beginning, The Baby
Dilemma is another part of this charming saga.”

—Michele Schram, Wereallydig.com

 


“A great read.”

Heather, Eyeonromance.com.

 


“Dynamic lead characters, up-to-date plot
line and familiar setting engage readers instantly in multifaceted
Jacqueline Diamond’s The Baby Dilemma. All the Safe Harbor
Medical series books are stand alone reads but why deny yourself
the treat by missing a single book?”

—Donna Zapf, Cataromance
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Chapter One




 


“I’m beginning to think there should be a
special place in the wedding ceremony for the bride’s
obstetrician,” Dr. Paige Brennan said as she washed up following
surgery.

“I’m glad you’ll be there Saturday, even
though I’m nowhere near my due date.” Erica Benford, the nurse who
had assisted during the operation, beamed at her. Ever since
announcing her engagement, she’d been glowing brightly enough to
illuminate the entire Safe Harbor Medical Center complex.

The June bride was a mere four months along.
Paige hoped Erica’s pregnancy turned out as well as that of Dr.
Nora Franco, who had marched down the aisle exactly a year earlier
at the same stage of pregnancy, also with Paige in attendance. Five
months later, Paige had delivered Nora’s darling little boy.

Weddings might be beautiful, but in Paige’s
opinion, babies were in a class by themselves. She hoped her
friends didn’t guess how fiercely she wished she were the one
carrying a child-to-be.

As for the man waiting at the altar, Paige considered
him optional. With the modern technology available through Safe
Harbor’s fertility program, a woman could choose the father of her
baby anonymously, confident that he’d been screened for his medical
and psychological health. She had a choice of his physical
characteristics, interests and accomplishments, too.

With any luck… She stopped her hand
from drifting to her abdomen.

This was the hopeful part of the month. Her
first insemination hadn’t produced results, but you couldn’t expect
to get pregnant in one try. And her period was two days late.

“I can’t wait to see Lock in a tuxedo,” Erica
chattered on. Her fiancé, a private detective appropriately named
Sherlock, was devoted to her and to their developing baby, eagerly
attending every appointment and peppering Paige with questions.

“I’m sure he’ll look smashing, but everyone’s
eyes will be on the bride,” Paige reminded her. “You are taking a
few days off to get ready, aren’t you?”

“How can I? We’ve got a packed surgical
schedule.”

“It’s only Tuesday. I’m sure the hospital
could arrange a substitute on Thursday and Friday.”

“And let everyone down? As it is, I’ll be
gone for a week.” Erica was nothing if not dedicated. “I feel
guilty staying away that long.”

“Take my advice. Enjoy your honeymoon and
don’t give a second thought to work,” Paige advised. “Speaking as
your doctor, I don’t want you to push yourself too hard. Turn off
your cell phone, ignore your email and tell Lock to do the
same.”

“He might have cases pending,” Erica
countered.

“Let his brother handle it.” Paige waved a
hand dismissively, scattering droplets of water. “Oh, sorry.”

“Lock and Mike are partners in the agency,”
Erica noted. “They both have obligations. And our financial future
is partly tied up in its success.”

“It’s your honeymoon. Don’t let anyone or
anything intrude. Where are you going, anyway?” Quickly Paige
added, “Or it might be a good idea to keep that a secret.”

“The Grand Canyon,” Erica said blithely.
“Then we’ll spend a few days in Las Vegas.”

“Sounds like fun. Just be sure to rest when
you feel tired.”

“Yes, Doctor!” The nurse grinned.

“Glad you agree.” Paige dried off and went
out, buoyed by Erica’s high spirits.

In the hallway, she passed a suite set aside
for the fertility project. The hospital in this small Southern
California beach community had been revamped a few years ago to
specialize in fertility and related issues, and this program was
its centerpiece. When plans to acquire a separate building for
those services fell through, the specialized labs and other
facilities had been installed throughout the existing hospital,
including the sperm collection rooms here on the second floor.

This place had special meaning for Paige. A
meaning that was very private and filled with promise.

She rounded a corner and halted abruptly, her
good mood fading. What was he doing here?

As detective Mike Aaron fiddled with
something on the staff bulletin board located by the nurses’
station, he didn’t appear to notice Paige. Although tempted to
change course and slip off without speaking, she refused to be
intimidated, even by a six-foot-four guy who was presumably packing
a gun beneath his sports jacket. At six feet herself, Paige could
hold her own.

Mike glanced over. Surprise flickered in his
steely eyes. “Ah. We meet again.”

“That bulletin board is for staff. You
shouldn’t be reading it.” To her embarrassment, Paige realized he
might be posting some announcement about the bridal couple, at
whose wedding he would serve as best man. “Unless this relates to
staff.”

“Just passing by.” In that cocky grin, she
saw a hint of smart-aleck adolescence, although he had to be in his
mid-thirties. He ought to adopt a grown-up attitude to match that
hard, muscular body of his.

Not that she knew him very well, aside from
the fact that he was Lock Vaughn’s foster brother, but in a small
town like Safe Harbor, it was hard to avoid running into people.
The first time they’d met, a year ago at Nora’s wedding, he’d
rudely referred to Paige as an Amazon. Then at the beach, he’d
ambled away from a party to comment on how a redhead like her
needed to wear more sunscreen. Last month at the supermarket, he’d
appeared out of nowhere, surveyed her cart and informed her that a
doctor ought to have the sense to buy more vegetables and less
pasta.

Her bossy oldest sister, Juno, would have
ordered Paige to be thankful for having a man interested in her.
Their middle sister, Maeve, would probably claim the universe was
throwing him in Paige’s path. Thank goodness they were both in
Texas and, for the past six months, had left Paige alone. Which was
exactly what she wished Mike Aaron would do.

“I don’t know what’s running through your
mind but it looks interesting,” he said.

“Nothing that concerns you.” Not exactly a
lie. Her thoughts were none of his business, even if he did figure
into them.

“Are you sure about that?” Mike’s gaze swept
her tan blouse beneath the white coat, down the length of her
slacks to the brown sling-backs decorated with a row of tiny
shells. “Unusual shoes. Quite a beach girl, aren’t you?”

“Just because I ran into you there once…”

“Wearing a memorable bikini,” Mike
murmured.

And he’d been wearing a memorable pair of
tight trunks. No place to hide a gun under those, she thought, her
cheeks burning the thought.

“Redheads shouldn’t blush,” Mike remarked.
“It shows all over.” He was focusing on the thin line of chest
visible beneath her V-neck.

“I suppose blonds like you never blush.” The
moment the words were out, she heard how lame they sounded.

“I consider my hair light brown.”

“Whatever.” It was sandy, in her opinion, but
she refrained from any further comments about his appearance. The
man already thought the world revolved around him.

Then she spotted the slip of paper in his
hand. It had obviously been torn from the ad for a housemate that
she’d posted on the board, and it held her phone number.

Following the direction of her gaze, Mike
hoisted the slip like a trophy. “What a pleasant discovery that you
live half a block from the beach. I love the sea breeze and the
sound of the ocean.”

“So?” She folded her arms.

“For some inexplicable reason, my current roommate is
kicking me out of the house. Something about him and his bride
deserving privacy.”

Oh, rats. “I’m looking for a female
roommate,” Paige improvised.

“It doesn’t say that.”

“It’s implied.” Actually, it hadn’t been,
until now.

“What happened to your old roommate?” he
asked, ignoring her comment.

“She couldn’t take the noise. The place next
door is a summer rental and the people throw a lot of parties.” She
decided against mentioning the halfway house for convicted drug
abusers that had recently opened down the block, over the
objections of those residents who occupied their own properties.
That would only provide Mike with an opening to point out that it
might be handy to have a man with a gun on the premises.

Not this man, with or without a gun.

“I don’t mind noise,” he replied. “I can
afford the rent. And I’ll bet I could charm the socks off your
landlord.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Landlords love renting to security
experts.”

“I’m the landlord,” Paige said. “I own the
place.”

Mike barely blinked before barreling onward.
“Tell me about the bedrooms. Better yet, how about a tour?”

The guy’s nerve had no bounds. “Get your own
apartment,” she snapped. “Preferably a two-bedroom so there’ll be
room for both of you.”

“I know I’ll regret asking this but—both of
who?”

“You and your ego.” Although she hated
letting this man get to her, the crack about touring the bedrooms
was too much.

Instead of answering, he toyed with the slip
of paper. She mulled the possibility of snatching it from his hand
and decided the effort would be undignified.

Besides, even though he had her phone number,
Mike wouldn’t dare harass her. If he did, Paige would file a
restraining order. Assuming the guy had a concealed-weapon license,
he’d be in big trouble.

“You really do think the most interesting
things,” he observed. “I tried to count the expressions that
fleeted across your face until I ran out of fingers.”

“While I’d love to stand here discussing my
facial contortions, I have patients waiting.” In truth, she had
half an hour to spare and the medical office building was right
next door. Still, it served as a good excuse to end this
conversation.

“See you Saturday,” Mike said cheerfully.
“Save me a dance.”

That surprised her. He hadn’t danced with
anyone at Nora’s wedding, which she’d noticed because she was
curious about how such a big guy moved. “I don’t think so.”

“You don’t know how to dance?”

“Of course I do!” She rarely got a chance,
though. Too few guys felt comfortable dancing with a woman her
height.

“Wear something pretty. People tend to stare
when a couple of giants like us take the floor.”

“Oh, darn. I was planning to wear scrubs to
the wedding,” she shot back.

Mike grinned. “Make it a slow dance. I’m sure
we’ll both enjoy it.”

“I haven’t said yes.”

“It’s against the law to blow off the best
man.” He tucked the paper into his pocket. “See you Saturday.” Off
he strolled.

Paige felt as if steam might shoot out of her
ears. It galled her that he’d gotten the last word. And that, as he
well knew, she could hardly snub him in front of friends and
colleagues.

Well, what difference did it make if they
took a turn around the dance floor? As for moving into her house,
he didn’t have a prayer.

If the universe was throwing Mike Aaron into
Paige’s life, the universe had better get over it.

*

Mike had enjoyed needling Paige Brennan ever
since the wedding last year, when she’d overheard his casual
reference to her as an Amazon and gone ballistic. Didn’t she
realize that her overreactions made it fun to tease her?

He hadn’t been kidding about wanting to rent
a room in her house, though. He would enjoy living close to the
beach, and he hated apartments. Even beach cottages provided more
elbow room.

He was a good roommate. Organized, reliable,
healthy. Okay, possibly a touch overbearing, but she could
obviously stand up to him. After the cataclysm that had been his
marriage, Mike never intended to try that again. However, he liked
female companionship.

He waited for an elevator, which took longer
than expected, and reached the ground floor just as the nearby
stairwell door wheezed shut behind Paige. Off she strode toward the
staff entrance, a tendril of red hair defiantly escaping its
pins.

He preferred her tresses loose, the way she’d
worn them when he’d run into her at the beach. He also preferred
her wearing that bikini. A glimpse of her stunning half-naked
figure beneath the white coat would be a complete turn-on.

If he and Paige became roommates, Mike hoped
he’d see plenty of everything. Much as she protested, he hadn’t
missed the flare of attraction that dilated her pupils and
tightened her body. He’d bet that within a month they’d be sharing
not only a house, but also a bed.

Excellent.

Mike refused to worry about another renter
appearing before he figured out how to change her mind. To
anticipate failure was to invite it.

He glanced at his watch. Just enough time to cross
town and arrive at his two o’clock appointment. Kendall
Technologies, which developed and manufactured medical devices,
contracted with Fact Hunter Investigations to run background checks
on its new hires at its facilities in Safe Harbor and in Phoenix,
Arizona. While the work might be routine, it helped pay the bills.
When you owned a company, that counted for a lot.

Strolling through the lobby, Mike let his
thoughts drift back to Paige. He’d enjoyed the verbal sparring.
With that expressive face, she would be a lousy poker player…or a
delightful partner at strip poker.

Thank goodness his teasing had distracted her
from asking what he was doing at the hospital. While he’d told his
immediate family, he didn’t care to broadcast the news that he’d
become a sperm donor. Fortunately, his parents had accepted his
decision with only a trace of regret.

They understood becoming a sperm donor was a
highly personal decision. It was certainly none of Dr. Paige
Brennan’s concern, future roommate or not.

 


 


 



Chapter Two


Wear something pretty.

No, I’ll deliberately choose something
ugly.

Paige was glad she hadn’t said that. Her
crack about wearing scrubs hadn’t been especially clever, either.
In retrospect, she wished she’d ignored the remark entirely.

Even more, she wished that five-minute conversation
with Mike Aaron hadn’t kept playing through her mind for the past
four days. Now glaring into her closet, she tried to decide what to
wear to the wedding. Her wardrobe was divided between pantsuits
appropriate for work and super casual beach clothes. Even before
she’d inherited this house six months ago, she’d lived nearby and
spent a lot of time here with Aunt Bree.

Her russet cocktail dress was the wrong color
for a June wedding. As a last resort, she took out the low-cut
green sheath she’d bought for Nora’s ceremony and examined it
critically. What had possessed her to choose a dress so sexy,
revealing the cleft of her breasts and emphasizing the emerald
shade of her eyes? She’d be embarrassed if Mike made some snippy
remark. Or if he stared down her cleavage as he’d done on
Tuesday.

No, if he did that, he was the one who
should be embarrassed.

From next door, the sudden boom-thumpa-boom of an
overamped stereo shook her small house. Only two-thirty in the
afternoon and those idiot renters were already starting their
party. Paige released an impatient breath. Thank goodness she’d be
gone most of the day and all night. With luck, this trio of
party-hearty young women would be gone by Sunday. She hoped the
next set of weekly renters were more considerate.

Shaking off her annoyance, she examined the
tantalizing spill of green fabric. It was flattering and expensive,
and she’d only worn it twice, to the wedding and on an
internet-arranged date that was best forgotten. Who cared if Mike
stared at her?

Paige laid the dress across the bed’s
blue-and-white quilt and, going to the window, drew the blue print
curtains. As she did, a drift of her aunt’s lavender perfume
brought a rush of nostalgia. Since her parents’ deaths five years
ago, Paige hadn’t felt truly loved by anyone except her elderly
aunt. In some ways, even while her mother and father were alive,
she’d been closer to Bree.

Other members of the family—including Paige’s
five much older brothers and sisters—had considered Aunt Brenda
disagreeably eccentric. She’d shortened her name to Bree, chosen
never to marry and spouted colorful opinions that rubbed her
conservative Texas relatives the wrong way. Legend had it that Bree
had even been arrested once at an antinuclear protest.

By the time Paige moved to California to
attend medical school, Bree was in her seventies and had mellowed
from the young firebrand who’d scandalized the family. She’d been
supportive and a source of excellent advice. Now she was gone.

Although Aunt Bree had left Paige this house
along with enough money to pay off most of her student loans, Paige
would trade all that to have her back. Tears prickled as she
slipped on the dress. She wished Bree were here now, more than
ever. To share the low moments and especially the happy ones.

Paige’s period still hadn’t started. Being
almost a week late might not mean anything, since she wasn’t always
regular. Still, an excited shiver ran through her. As she sat at
the dressing table to apply makeup, the mirror showed a face
brighter than usual, with freckles slightly darker. Both increased
blood flow and increased pigmentation could be signs of early
pregnancy. As could the uneasiness in her stomach these past few
days.

Eight months from now, she might be bringing
home a baby. What a miracle! Yet, although she’d planned for this,
Paige could hardly wrap her mind around the reality. Or the
potential reality.

Boom-thumpa-boom. The drumbeats after
a quiet interval made her hand jerk, smearing her makeup. Muttering
in annoyance, Paige wiped her face and started over.

Her thoughts returned to the issue of a
roommate. Despite her inheritance, she needed to be careful about
finances, and the rent would be welcome, especially since Paige
couldn’t count on finding anyone to share the house once she bore a
child.

She’d received two responses to her ad on the
hospital board. A lab tech had stopped by Thursday night with her
boyfriend. Incredibly, they’d expected to both move in for the
price of one. Then an admitting clerk had called last night, but
backed off after an explosion of rap music from next door drowned
out the phone conversation.

No word from Mike, thank goodness. Well,
someone would come along soon. Summertime at the beach was an
irresistible lure.

Makeup complete, Paige put on a pair of
earrings made of bright green sea glass. She’d begun collecting the
colorful, naturally polished pieces of glass during beach walks
with Aunt Bree before her degenerative disease—amyotrophic lateral
sclerosis, better known as Lou Gehrig’s Disease—deteriorated her
health in the final months. They’d both loved the glimmering colors
and shapes.

Bree had had these pieces fashioned into
earrings and presented them to Paige in early December. Aware that
her aunt’s days were numbered, Paige had prepared a gift of her
own: a video show of Bree’s early years, longtime friends and
special moments with Paige. Her aunt had watched it over and over,
right up until the morning she died, two days before Christmas. Now
Paige viewed the video to relive those precious times.

Rising, she smoothed the dress over her hips.
Bree had urged her to enjoy life and not dwell on the past. Today,
she meant to take that advice.

Since she’d be dancing with a guy taller than
she was, she could afford to wear a pair of three-inch heels.
Slipping on a shiny black-and-white pair she hadn’t been able to
resist buying, Paige transferred her wallet and tissues into a
coordinated purse.

After running a brush through her
shoulder-length auburn hair, she was ready. She checked the window
locks and the rear door, set the alarm and exited through the
front, locking the bolt behind her.

Bright sunshine took the edge off the sea
breeze as Paige crossed the brick patio with its white rattan
furniture and blue-and-white cushions. The rumble of waves from
half a block to her left softened the outrageous noise from the
right. On the two-lane street, a woman cycled by, a leashed dog
pacing alongside. Down the block, a father was playing Frisbee with
a pair of energetic boys on the sidewalk.

As Paige clicked open her garage door, the
music paused. Welcome relief—until a shrill wolf whistle split the
air. She knew the source without looking. Since the halfway house
had opened on the next corner, there always seemed to be
seedy-looking men hanging around the porch, harassing any woman
under fifty who ventured into view.

Paige hurried into the garage. When had it
become open season on women around here? While she had sympathy for
recovering addicts, many of the residents had been court-ordered
into treatment as a condition of their release from prison,
according to testimony before the majority of city council members
approved a use permit for the facility. She wished those members
who’d approved the permit had to live near these men and be
subjected to their rudeness.

She slid into the bucket seat of her aging
but well-kept blue sports coupe. Time to forget obnoxious neighbors
and everything else weighing on her mood.

Paige Brennan planned to have fun. And nobody
better get in her way.

*

“I have the ring,” Mike murmured, patting his
tuxedo pocket.

“Of course you have the ring. You’re the most
anal-retentive…I mean, reliable guy I know,” Lock replied from the
corner of his mouth, keeping his gaze fixed on the rear of the
wedding chapel where in a few minutes Erica Benford would appear in
all her bridal splendor.

Under normal circumstances, Mike might have
considered wrestling his brother to the ground to retaliate for
that remark, but not in a wedding chapel. And certainly not in
front of their gathered family and friends, along with Erica’s
relatives who’d flown in from Boston.

Gazing across the shining faces of his
parents, his sister, Marianne, and a couple of grown foster kids
who’d become a permanent part of the Aaron family, Mike felt an
unaccustomed swell of nostalgia. It had been more than twenty years
since a hurt, angry twelve-year-old named Sherlock Vaughn became
the latest kid to share Mike’s bedroom at their house in the inland
city of Pomona.

Lock had run away from his previous foster
home, and this was his last chance before assignment to a group
care facility. Mike hadn’t been crazy about this rough-and-tumble
kid with an attitude as big as nearby Mount Baldy.

Gradually, he’d learned that Lock had had a
series of bad breaks, being relinquished at birth and adopted by a
couple who developed serious drug problems. The adoptive father had
abandoned the family and the adoptive mother ended up in
prison.

Over the years, Mike and Lock had fought
their share of battles, physical and verbal. They’d also become
close friends. While they’d attended different colleges, both chose
careers in law enforcement. At Mike’s wedding half a dozen years
ago, Lock had been best man, and now he was returning the
favor.

Mike hoped his brother’s marriage turned out
better than his. He’d told Sheila up front that he didn’t want
children, but she hadn’t believed him. Her resentment had festered
until everything fell apart. Mike tried to be philosophical about
the mess because the less he thought about it, the better.

In the chapel, the last of the guests settled
into their seats. Nearly three o’clock, the designated hour for the
ceremony.

Mike surveyed the group from the hospital:
Dr. Owen Tartikoff, world-famous head of the fertility program; his
wife, Bailey; plus a few others on the surgical team that Erica
worked with. Mike had met most of them before, and for business
reasons had memorized their names.

For an indulgent moment, he allowed his gaze
to fix on Paige Brennan, prominent in their midst. He’d been
fighting the urge to stare at the striking redhead ever since she
entered the chapel in that form-fitting dress. She’d worn her hair
loose, the color so rich he ached to sink his hands into it, or
better yet spread it across a pillow as he slid down her straps to
bare the swell of her breasts.

Mike yanked his attention away. If anyone in
this roomful of people noticed his reaction to Paige, he’d never
live it down.

Mercifully, the piano changed themes,
auguring in the matron of honor in a long dark-pink dress. The
sturdy figure and strong, lined face belonged to Lock’s birth
mother, Renée Green, with whom he’d recently reconnected. A
hospital volunteer, she’d become friends with Erica as well, and
now the prospect of her grandchild’s birth had brought her joyously
into the family.

The music changed again, and the velvet
curtain parted. In sailed a glowing Erica, her white lace gown
obscuring the slight thickening at her waist. Her widowed mother,
Bernadette, who went by the nickname Bibi, escorted her daughter
with pride.

Paige angled in her seat to watch, her lovely
face intense with yearning. She seemed riveted by the bride.

Was she longing to walk down the aisle
herself, or was the longing aimed at the bride’s pregnancy? Maybe
both. That didn’t mean Mike and the gorgeous lady doc couldn’t
enjoy some good times, but he’d have to be careful.

Bibi Benford relinquished her daughter and
retreated to a front-row seat. At last night’s rehearsal, she’d
told Mike how much she enjoyed traveling and shopping with her
sisters, relishing the freedom now that her daughter was grown. He
understood perfectly because he treasured his freedom after an
adolescence spent shepherding whiny kids. That had been enough
parenting to last him a lifetime.

No danger of falling prey to some biological
imperative. As a sperm donor, he was not only helping childless
couples but also leaving his legacy to the next generation. Case
closed.

The radiant bride joined the groom at the
altar. Lock was grinning so hard Mike wouldn’t be surprised if the
two of them, after exchanging vows, simply floated off on their
honeymoon.

He turned his attention to the minister and
prepared to produce the ring.

*

Paige hadn’t expected the world to suddenly
look different. Although she kept trying to rein in her hopes, she
felt as if powerful hormones were flooding her system, awakening
her to fresh perspectives.

The bride’s pregnancy, plus seeing her with
her mother, reminded Paige that behind the new family lay thousands
of mothers who’d given birth and raised babies over the millennia.
Erica—and perhaps Paige—had become part of a chain of life that
would stretch into the far-distant future.

Now, in the large reception room, Paige
watched the photographer pose the wedding party. Her eye traced the
resemblance between Lock and his birth mother, the strong jawline
and tilt of the head. Nearby, Erica and her mom formed a matched
set with their petite figures and blond hair.

Who would Paige’s baby resemble? Her, of
course, but there’d be a paternal influence, as well. What unknown
chain of men and women lay behind this tiny and still theoretical
infant?

She knew some details about the donor from
his description in the computer profile. Over six feet tall, with
light brown hair and gray eyes, he’d tested as highly stable on the
psychological screening. A professional man with a master’s degree,
he enjoyed excellent health, and three of his grandparents had
lived to a gratifyingly old age. One grandmother had suffered from
type 2 diabetes, which was usually controllable with diet and
exercise.

Yet what did he really look like? Whose smile
would she see on her child’s face every morning? If her little one
had a dimple or odd-shaped toes, she might never know whether they
were inherited from the father or from one of her own ancestors.
The child would never know, either.

As the guests found their places at the round
tables, Paige spotted her colleague, Dr. Zack Sargent, with his
eight-year-old stepdaughter, Berry. He’d told Paige the whole story
once while they waited to observe Dr. Tartikoff perform an
innovative surgical technique. He’d adopted the little girl when he
married her mother, and was raising her alone since his wife had
died of heart disease three years ago. His daughter didn’t resemble
him—her mother had been African-American—but there was no mistaking
the love flowing between them.

Paige and her child would share that same
kind of unshakable love. And that was what counted.

Still, life was never simple. Having grown up
with five bossy siblings, Paige had figured being a family of two
would be luxuriously intimate. Now doubts had begun creeping in.
Didn’t a child deserve to know both parents? What about unsuspected
medical issues that might not have shown up since the father hadn’t
yet reached middle age? And while Paige had chafed at her siblings’
attempts to control her, her child might long for a brother or
sister.

Her gaze skimmed Mike, who was posing with
the bride and groom, an older couple who must be the parents, and
two women who could be siblings, despite their contrasting
appearance. According to Erica, Mike had flourished in a family
enlarged by foster kids. He certainly appeared in high spirits next
to a young woman only a few inches shorter than him, identical
sandy hair tickling the collar of her dress. On his other side, he
looped an arm around a shorter woman whose high cheekbones and dark
coloring indicated a Hispanic heritage. What a warm, stimulating
household he’d grown up in.

In the abstract, compensating for the absence
of a dad hadn’t struck her as all that difficult. But regarding
Mike’s tall, steady figure, she wondered how exactly she
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