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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Carson Hines slowed to check the house numbers on the mailboxes, not trusting the accuracy of his phone’s GPS for the final leg of his nearly three-thousand-mile drive. It had already tried to take him on a much longer route than he’d deemed necessary, missing a turn off the main road and forcing him to backtrack through a maze of side streets to correct the course the app had obviously screwed up. Analyzing DNA required less concentration than driving a fifteen-foot U-Haul with his car trailing behind in this sleepy little college town.

      After a quick glance at the map on his phone, he followed the hairpin curve toward his temporary residence. The gray bungalow with pale-green shutters from the pictures appeared through the trees a few hundred yards away.

      Finally.

      As the road straightened, his patience—and the pavement—came to an abrupt halt. A metal guardrail painted reflective yellow blocked the green space beyond the unannounced cul-de-sac. Tall stalks of dark purple buds and thick bunches of white flowers with feathery leaves lay between him and the house that was his destination.

      He shut off the engine and climbed out to search for a path through the swath of nature blocking his way. The least he could do was be on time to pick up the keys from his landlord in the house next door.

      Buzzing caught his attention first, and then movement among the chest-high blooms revealed hundreds of honey bees and bumblebees bouncing from flower to flower. An assortment of colorful butterflies also flitted in and out of the strip of what was most likely native plants, suggesting someone had purposely cultivated this obstruction for pollinators. A worn trail led into the thick mass near the left side of the dead end, but it was too narrow for his size-thirteen feet.

      Made by wild critters, no doubt.

      Nixing that plan, he tapped in a text message to his new neighbor. “Good morning, Ms. Trimble. I’m running behind schedule. I should be there to pick up the keys in about five or ten minutes.”

      His cell buzzed in his hand within seconds.

      “Trouble finding the house, Dr. Hines? Use your GPS. See you soon.”

      He lifted his gaze to the dwelling next to his rental as he huffed out a sigh. A shadow in the window under her porch roof assured him the old woman had a clear view of him and the moving van. He hadn’t fooled Zinnia Trimble for a second.

      “Busted.” Instead of responding to her message or waving, he returned to the truck and followed the advice she’d given him in her email last week. That was acknowledgment enough of an error on his part. Besides, this cul-de-sac and the one on the other side shouldn’t have the same road name if they weren’t connected.

      The GPS took him back along several familiar-looking streets to the main thoroughfare. Seven minutes later, he parked along the curb on the opposite side of the weed patch, making sure he didn’t block Ms. Trimble’s driveway.

      A last fortifying gulp of coffee from his insulated mug prepared him to meet the person who’d called him out on his rare mistake. He pocketed his phone, exited the truck again, and crossed the grass to his new neighbor’s walkway. Thankfully, she wasn’t waiting for him on the porch with a pitcher of lemonade and a mouthful of grandmotherly advice.

      Giggles drew his attention to the sidewalk behind him, but the baby in the three-wheeled contraption held his thoughts for all of half a second. A gorgeous blonde with her hair piled on top of her head and a heart-stopping smile halted him in his tracks, reminding him that man couldn’t live on genetics research alone.

      Another neighbor?

      Is she single?

      Lively dark eyes shone through the lenses of lime-green glasses. They matched the tank top hugging her incredible breasts. “Dr. Hines, you made it.”

      God, I hope she’s single.

      “Ma-ma-ma-ma!” The kid—a girl maybe, since she had a bow at the base of her dark-brown ponytail fountain—whacked a ring of brightly colored plastic keys on the padded crossbar in front of her. Blue eyes stared up at him from a chubby-cheeked face, and all four central incisors appeared when she grinned at him. “Ma-ma-ma-ma!”

      He finally managed a nod. “Yes, I made it. Did Ms. Trimble tell you I was moving in today?”

      Instead of confirming that she’d been told about his pending arrival, the bombshell narrowed her pretty eyes and scrunched up her sexy mouth. “I’m Zinnia Trimble. You were expecting someone else?”

      Telling her a name like hers conjured the image of a much older woman seemed like a really bad idea. “No, I just thought you’d be home when I got here.”

      “I am home.” She swerved around him, engaged the stroller’s wheel locks, and bent to retrieve the baby from the seat, giving him an amazing view of long legs and a perfect backside in skintight bike shorts. “The road doesn’t go all the way through anymore. I know exactly how long it takes to drive from the other side of the pollination planting, so Daisy and I went for a walk. And, for the record, I told you to follow the GPS directions in the email I sent. You know, the one with the receipt for your security deposit and first month’s rent.”

      Fine, you told me so. And you could’ve warned me about the road.

      The plastic keys flew over her shoulder at his face, and he nabbed them right before they would’ve made contact with his nose. “Yes, you did. Do you need help?”

      She swung around, her arms extended like she was about to hand off the baby to him instead of directing him to carry the three-wheeler up the porch steps.

      He jerked back and tripped over the sidewalk, windmilling his arms to keep from landing in her flowerbed.

      High-pitched squeals bubbled out of the kid, showing off a hint of a cleft chin like the dimple he hid beneath his beard. Was she laughing at him?

      “You should see your face. She’s past the frequent spitting-up stage, but she likes to gnaw on anything and everything that’ll fit in her mouth, in case you’re wondering. That includes fingers, ears, and toes.” Zinnia’s tempting lips spread into a wide smile. Before he could respond, she perched the baby on her hip, bounced the stroller up the stairs on the rear wheels with her free hand, and unlocked the front door. She obviously had the babysitting gig down pat. “Would you like to come in? I’ll need a minute to get the keys to the bungalow.”

      Against his better judgment, he followed her inside.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Have a seat. I’ll be right back.” Waving her new tenant toward the couch, Zinnia continued through the living room and into her home office. The extra income from the rental would add a nice chunk of change to Daisy’s college savings, but being ogled by a man too full of himself to listen to simple instructions was more than an annoyance.

      There’s a reason I’m single and planning to stay that way until the right man comes along.

      She guided her daughter’s quick little fingers away from the wireless keyboard as she reached to open the desk drawer. “You can play on one of those when you’re a bit more gentle with breakable things. How about we have a yummy snack instead? Do you want some banana?”

      “Bana, bana, bana.” Daisy smacked her palms together.

      “Yes, banana. They’re yummy, aren’t they?” With the keys to her rental tucked inside her fist, she hurried back to her guest, who’d chosen to peruse the framed photo collages on the wall above the couch instead of sitting.

      Surprise, surprise. The man can’t follow directions to save his life.

      Dangling the keyring from her index finger, she held out her hand. “Your set of keys. Do you have any questions?”

      His thumb brushed her fingers, probably on purpose, but she suppressed her reaction to the contact to avoid feeding what was probably a monstrous ego.

      He stared at her with narrowed eyes and a crooked frown. “The baby. She’s yours? She doesn’t look anything like you or any of the other people in the pictures. Her facial structure and coloring are completely different.”

      Every hair on the back of her neck rose, along with her impatience. She aimed a glare at him, but his gaze now seemed focused on the photo her mom had taken when the nurse placed newborn Daisy in her arms eight months ago. “Yes, she’s mine. No, she isn’t adopted, not that it’s important or any of your business. Being a geneticist, you should know dominant genes aren’t always passed on directly from parent to child. Before you ask, her biological father isn’t in the picture, literally or figuratively. Again, not that it’s any of your business. And she has my ears.”

      He shot a cocky smirk over his shoulder, his blue eyes smoldering like he expected her to swoon in his presence. “Is anyone else?”

      “Is anyone else what?” The empty-headed look she’d mastered at twelve fell into place with no effort. If he wanted to know her relationship status, he could damn well ask the question without all the outrageous flirting and leering.

      His grin widened, as if she hadn’t blown him off with the clichéd dumb-blonde act. “Are you⁠—”

      The doorbell chimed, saving her from his asinine come-on.

      She turned her back to him and walked away—an enormously satisfying action, even if she hadn’t initiated it. A peek through the glass erased her irritation.

      Shifting Daisy higher on her hip, she swung open the door for her guest. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Gam-gam!” Her daughter leaned forward into her grandmother’s outstretched arms.

      Sharing a slobbery lip-to-lip kiss with her only grandchild, Zinnia’s mom grinned. “How’s my favorite baby girl in the whole world? I saw your stroller on the porch. Did you go for a walk this morning?”

      “Dr. Needleman?” Carson’s voice stuck a pin in the joy of seeing the connection between her mom and her daughter.

      Her mother adjusted her hold on Daisy as she looked toward the obnoxious man in the living room. “Dr. Hines, I’m glad to see you’ve arrived. Three students will be here in a few minutes to help you unload the moving truck. I see you’ve met Zinnia and Daisy. Oh, and please call me Iris.”

      A grimace appeared and disappeared almost too fast to see, but he’d obviously noticed their flower names and judged the tradition too peculiar for words. “Iris, good to finally meet you in person. Yes, I’ve met your daughter and granddaughter. Thank you for making arrangements for some hired help. I’m looking forward to our meeting and the campus tour on Monday.”

      “You’re welcome. I think someone’s ready for her mid-morning snack.” She lowered her squirming armful to the floor and laughed when Daisy rolled toward the kitchen at a turtle’s pace. “One of these days she’s going to discover crawling is faster. Speaking of food, Carson, did you get the invitation to Sunday’s cookout and picnic? I’m sure you’ll appreciate a break from unpacking by then.”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t miss it.” His charm-the-pants-off-the-ladies expression made another appearance.

      Not bothering to hide an eye roll, Zinnia followed her daughter. “Mom, would you mind showing Dr. Hines out? My girl is on a mission that requires supervision. Tell Dad I’m bringing dessert tonight.”

      Footsteps, muffled conversation, and then the thunk of the front door closing brought relief.

      One day of living next door to a cad down. Only four more months to go.
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      Despite his buff physique, superior intellect, and practiced facial expressions to show a woman she had his full attention, Carson had failed to bamboozle his target for the first time in nearly two decades. That trick had saved him from looking like the nerd he was in most social situations.

      Zinnia Trimble had been unimpressed by him, or at least indifferent.

      His face had quite possibly betrayed his muscled body and his formidable mind. Only a moment of visible shaky confidence could have caused her interest to evaporate, as it had so often before he went from a scrawny twelve-year-old to the coolest guy in high school after a growth spurt practically overnight.

      Since Friday morning, he’d been too busy moving into the bungalow next to hers and unpacking his belongings to make a concerted effort to cross paths with her again. Of course, every time he’d gone outside—checking his mailbox or taking out trash—to accidentally meet up with her, she’d vanished into her house or wheeled off in the opposite direction with her baby.

      The other half of the kid’s DNA still stirred his curiosity. He himself had as many obvious physical traits in common with the subject than its own mother, if not more.

      Hair color, eye color, cleft chin.

      Carson frowned into the mirror and skimmed the trimmer through his beard, careful not to thin the right side more than the left. A comb-through revealed no gray hairs yet, but the hint of distinguished silver would make itself known soon, based on the history of male aging in his family.

      What’s the deal with the baby’s father?

      He brushed the trimmings into the wastebasket and washed his hands.

      One-night stand? Dumped when she discovered she was pregnant? Divorced?

      Zinnia’s lack of receptiveness might have something to do with how that relationship had ended. Unfortunately, her past experience could potentially taint his attempts to form a neighborly friendship with her.

      Yes, the problem is definitely on her end.

      Another possibility sprang to mind, but he didn’t want to consider that she might be a young widow. Wouldn’t she have pictures of her late husband hanging on the wall if that was the case?

      Her kid was the star in most of the photos, although a few included Zinnia, her mom, and a man about the same age as Dr. Needleman.

      The woman was too damn complicated to be a four-month girlfriend he could practice his rusty dating skills with.

      Opting to leave his button-down shirt untucked from his shorts, he slipped his feet into his favorite pair of boat shoes and pocketed his wallet and keys. As he headed out the door, he slid his sunglasses into place.

      The humid wall of midwestern August heat that hit him at the bottom of the porch steps tempted him to drive, but Iris had informed him the walk to her house wasn’t a long one. Not taking any chances this trip, he tapped a few times to bring up directions on his phone.

      Less than a mile and no major street crossings.

      Content with his decision to leave his car in the detached garage, he set off down the sidewalk, doing his damnedest to ignore the house next door. The chances of Zinnia being invited to what sounded like a work-related function seemed slim to none, which was probably for the best. Flirting required too much thought for his science-focused brain.

      Fifteen minutes later, his phone told him he’d arrived, and voices and the mouthwatering scent of grilled meat led him to the backyard of a brick ranch. It reminded him of home—the house in Pittsburgh his parents had lived in since before he was born. He made a mental note to plan a visit for next month, given that it was less than two hundred miles away.

      Iris emerged from a group gathered near the deck, holding a baby sporting a blue bow in her dark hair. “Carson, I’m so glad you could make it. Come meet the students and faculty you’ll be working with.”

      She’s here.

      He buried the strong urge to search the crowd for Zinnia and walked to his host with his hand extended. “Good to be here. Thanks for the invitation.”

      As Iris reached to shake his hand, the baby lunged toward him. “Goodness, Daisy, where are you going?”

      He caught his attacker around her middle faster than he’d reacted to her toy flying at his face two days ago.

      Iris raised her eyebrows and released the baby’s legs. “She usually only likes to be held by people she knows well when Zin isn’t right there. I wonder if she remembers you from move-in day.”

      Dangling from his grasp, Daisy squealed and kicked her blue-socked feet. “Bana ma-ma gam-gam.”

      A flash of orange and blue swooped in and rescued him from the chattering handful. The mass of hair on top of Zinnia’s head bobbled as she lifted the baby to her hip. “Pop-Pop is getting your banana. Let’s go find the high chair and a bib.”

      Tiny fingers flapped open and closed as the baby twisted toward him. “Bah-bah. Bah-bah. Bah-bah.”

      His hand rose of its own accord to wave at her, but his eyes were glued to the swaying backside of his shorts- and tank-top-clad landlord.

      Complicated is what I do best.
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      Ready to make a run for home while her tenant was engrossed in a conversation about genetics and hereditary diseases, Zinnia hugged her dad. “Thanks for the leftovers. They should get me through some of this week’s deadlines.”

      “Any time, Zin. Give me a holler if you need a babysitter.” He winked and leaned down to kiss her daughter on the forehead. “I miss you already, sweet girl. Have a good nap.”

      Blinking up at him, Daisy patted his cheek. “Pop-pop.”

      “Yep. Pop-pop loves you.” The adoration in his eyes reminded Zinnia why she’d chosen to have a child on her own instead of holding out for a man who’d likely gotten lost and fallen off a cliff on his way to finding her. Her father stepped back from the stroller and grinned. “She’ll be zonked out before you make it half a block.”

      “That’s the plan.” Zinnia unlocked the wheels and prepared for a bit of rough terrain before the long stretch of sidewalks. “See you soon. Love you.”

      “You bet, kiddo.”

      The stroller bumped along the grassy yard with a bit of effort, but she soon hit a measured stride on the driveway. Her mind wandered as she walked, ideas forming for a project she planned to start tomorrow morning. Three-quarters of the way home, she slowed her pace to add a few notes to her phone. As she sped up again, steady footsteps registered in her head. Ready for a curt “passing on the left,” she moved into the driveway on her right.

      “You didn’t say you were leaving. We could’ve walked home together.” A boat shoe attached to a hairy leg popped into her peripheral vision.

      Can’t you take a hint?

      “Excellent food. Interesting people. Your parents know how to put on a good party.” Carson’s muscley calves flexed with each step. Unfortunately, his mouth did too. “It looks like your baby fell asleep.”

      “Mm-hm.” Maybe the noncommittal response would make him go away. She kept her gaze on the view in front of her, wishing she could teleport to her living room and avoid the great Dr. Hines the majority of guests had worshipped at the get-together.

      “You spent a couple years in Silicon Valley as a programmer. You’re also a teacher. Or you used to be until you started a graphic design business last year so you could be at home with your daughter. Your mom mentioned it.” He dodged a dog-walker by merging in behind her and then moving back into his previous position. “With undergrad degrees in art, computer science, and math, plus master’s degrees in programming and education. Impressive.”

      She snorted a laugh and increased her pace as her house came into view. “You were expecting a PhD in cheerleading and an MRS? Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m not what you would probably consider the typical blonde.”

      He matched her speed without much adjustment to his stride. “I have no idea what an MRS is, but hair color has no direct correlation to IQ, according to Zagorsky. As a geneticist, I concur, although I haven’t conducted my own study. It seems like a waste of time and resources. Too many factors influence intelligence to commend or blame a single gene. Are you seriously, casually, or otherwise engaged in a relationship or non-relationship?”

      His abrupt change of topic stalled her mind, mouth, and feet at her driveway.

      He stopped beside her. “I was interrupted when I tried to ask you on Friday.”

      She made a hard left turn, hoping to escape his line of questioning.

      When she locked the stroller wheels to unbuckle Daisy, he marched toward her. “I’ll move your three-wheeler to the porch while you carry the baby. She went to sleep faster than I would’ve thought. Don’t babies cry a lot when they’re tired?”

      “You ask a lot of questions.” She lifted her daughter to her shoulder and climbed the porch stairs. “Babies are all different, just like everyone else. Daisy is a happy baby for the most part. And, no, I’m not dating anyone or otherwise engaging in a relationship or non-relationship. When I have time off from running my business and being a parent, I sleep, clean house, and do laundry.”

      “I could help with some of those things.” He wasn’t even winded from hoisting the stroller into the air with one hand to follow her.

      A sarcastic chuckle leaked out as she unlocked the door. “You mean like sleeping with me?”

      His neck flushed noticeably pink against his white cotton shirt. “Okay, I’ll be the first to admit I’d sleep with you in a heartbeat, but you’re smart and beautiful and challenging. I’m sure we’d have cerebral discussions before, during, and after sex.”

      “Ha! If I can carry on an intelligent conversation during or after sex, it’s a pretty good indication you’re doing something wrong.”

      He set the stroller out of the way and joined her at the door. “That’s true. However, I enjoy talking to you, partly because you don’t suck up to me because of who I am and what I can do for your research record.”

      “Then why did you agree to be a visiting scholar?” Unsettled by his honesty, she shot him a frown as she entered the living room. “It doesn’t make sense, especially when you seemed to be in your element at the picnic. Make yourself comfortable while I put Daisy in her crib.”

      The slight creak of the couch almost drowned out a noisy exhale as she hurried down the hall to the nursery. Was his superior attitude and women-should-fall-at-my-feet swagger all a façade to cover up frustration with his professional life?

      Daisy’s sigh as Zinnia laid her on the mattress, on the other hand, was a sound of happiness, contentment, and utter relaxation. A smile curved her daughter’s mouth and stayed there.

      “I love you, Daisy Mae. Sweet dreams.” Her heart full to bursting, Zinnia returned to the living room. She was surprised to find Carson sitting with his elbows braced on his knees and his furry jaw resting on his palms. “Want something to drink? Water, iced tea, coffee?”

      “No, thanks.” He straightened and looked her in the eye. “I haven’t told anybody this yet. I’m thinking about leaving my current position. After ten years of strictly research, I want to teach.”

      His stern expression convinced her he might actually be serious. “You’re doing the visiting professor thing to see if the grass is greener at a small teaching-focused university?”

      “I suppose so. I haven’t taught since I was a TA over ten years ago.” Some of the soberness in his face eased, but he seemed much more intense than during their other interactions. “Presenting at conferences to people with similar educational and professional backgrounds to what I have isn’t the same. I’d like to observe faculty in a classroom setting and give some guest lectures to students so I can make an educated decision and relearn how to communicate the knowledge I’ve accumulated during my research.”

      She offered him a supportive smile, almost liking this other side of him. “Hmm. Maybe your ego isn’t quite as humongous as it seems to be.”

      His eyes lit up like a clear sky on a sunny day. “Of course not, but another part of me is.”

      “Just when I thought you might be a decent human being, you had to go and ruin it.” She shook her head and dropped onto the opposite end of the couch from him.

      He leaned toward her with one of those familiar smirks playing on his lips. “Shame on you, Ms. Trimble. Such a dirty mind. I was talking about my brain.”

      “Sure you were.” A flutter in her belly warned her not to let her imagination go in the direction he’d suggested, but the dirty mind he’d mentioned had already gone there.
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      Carson closed his barren refrigerator and went in search of his phone. Eight hours of interacting with people had shorted out at least a dozen synapses, leaving nothing for a trip to the grocery store. Only delivery would keep him from starving.

      He tromped back to the bedroom, where he’d dumped his wallet, keys, and computer bag to change clothes. His sport coat, pants, and shirt still lay across the desk chair, but the charger on the nightstand didn’t have a phone attached to it.

      “Pockets.” He patted his workout shorts first and then his pants pockets when his cell wasn’t there. “Empty. Where did I put it?”

      Retracing his movements, he returned to the living room. The limited number of surfaces—coffee table, futon, end table—were bare.

      “Think, think, think.”

      Toured campus, met with every faculty member and grad student who’s remotely interested in genetics, ate lunch with Dr. Needleman and her fellow administrators, checked out my office space, and had a preliminary discussion with my research collaborators in the newly expanded lab.

      Not once during his time on campus had he gotten a call, text, or email notification. He’d had no reason to take it out of his pocket.

      My jacket pock⁠—

      A trio of raps on his front door scattered his thoughts. The silhouette through the textured glass didn’t look human, but he answered the summons anyway.

      His pulse sped up as a blonde ponytail came into view. “Zinnia. Hi.”

      She turned toward him with a box almost as long as she was tall leaning against her shoulder and a breath-stealing smile on her face. “This was delivered for you earlier. It was halfway in the street, and I didn’t think you’d appreciate having someone run over it before you got home.”

      His fingertips grazed the side of her breast as he tried to grip the package. Dick move, dude, even if it was an accident. “Sorry. Thanks.”

      As soon as he had the box in his possession, she gestured toward her feet. A pair of sandals showed off sexy red toenails. “Oh, and I found a cell phone in the flowerpot here by the door. Did you set yours down while you were finding your keys? Or maybe drop it?”

      “Thanks. It’s mine, and I have no idea how it got there. Today was…long.” He shoved the door open wider with his foot and stood the lamp he’d ordered against the wall. “I’ve spent the last ten minutes looking for it so somebody can bring me food. No time or energy to find the grocery store yet.”

      Her snicker matched the amusement she couldn’t hide behind her red-framed glasses. “I know you’re not asking for an invitation, but I was just starting supper when I noticed you were home. Salmon, rice, roasted veggies. If you help, I’ll share.”

      Not about to turn down an easy meal, he fished his phone from the overflowing pot of brightly colored flowers. “Give me thirty seconds to grab my keys. Next time is my treat.”

      A soft coo came out of nowhere, and she skittered down the steps. “Daisy’s awake. Come on over when you’re ready. I’ll leave the door unlocked.”

      His exhaustion lifted with the realization that she didn’t want a piece of him. He was accustomed to being in demand and the people around him tugging him in multiple directions. As much as he loved being recognized for his research, he hated the fakeness it attracted.

      Zinnia was real. She’d offered him a simple meal they would prepare together and share, for no other reason than kindness and generosity. Her beauty went far deeper than her physical appearance.

      When she paused on her porch and glanced toward him, something inside him switched on—energizing him, bringing him to life in a way he didn’t expect. His initial reaction to her had been filled with the immaturity and selfishness his public persona had found necessary to put on display. She made him want to trust that she saw him, not his accomplishments.

      Finally snapping out of his ruminations, he retrieved his keys, plugged in his phone, and headed next door.

      Zinnia’s voice, mixed with nonsensical chatter from her daughter, greeted him as he entered her house. Then they appeared in the hallway, their identical cheery moods outweighing the dissimilarities of their hair, eyes, and facial structures. They were alike in the most important way.

      The baby flung her whole body toward him, like she had at yesterday’s cookout, and strung together at least two full sentences of gibberish. Her mother barely caught her before she took a nosedive to the floor. The yellow bow atop her head met with a different fate.

      He picked up the hair decoration, studying its construction and weighing the possibility of returning it to its proper location. He gave up and placed the bow in the tiny outstretched hand. “You lost something.”

      Daisy giggled and dropped it at his feet. Another indecipherable statement followed.

      “She’s training you.” Zinnia grinned at him, sending his heart into a lovesick rhythm once again. “Pavlovian conditioning is something children figure out very early. Drop a toy. Someone picks it up. The reward is a smile, a laugh, or another positive reinforcement.”

      He raised an eyebrow at the baby. “Are you learning how to manipulate my behavior?”

      “Ma-ma-ma.” She tangled the fingers of one hand in Zinnia’s ponytail and reached for him again with the other hand. “Ba-ba.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”
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      Zinnia almost gave in to the temptation to hand off Daisy to their supper guest before he knew what was happening. Instead, she shook her head at him and led him to the kitchen. “Are you uncomfortable around all babies? I just changed her diaper, so the chances of a mishap are pretty slim.”

      “I wouldn’t say uncomfortable. Just no experience.” He stopped at the sink and turned on the water. After a squirt of soap, he scrubbed his hands like he was about to perform surgery. Then he pulled the chef’s knife from the block near the cutting board and lined up the blade on a carrot. “Anything need chopped besides the broccoli, cauliflower, and carrots?”

      “That’s it.” Determined to ignore the flexing muscles his sleeveless shirt brought to her attention, she buckled Daisy into the high chair and squeezed the squeaky part of the toy suctioned to the tray. “No nieces or nephews? Friends with kids?”

      “I’m an only child and I don’t socialize much. A few colleagues are married with kids, but I don’t think I’ve ever met their families. I work in the lab sixty or more hours a week. I go home to work out, sleep, and eat. Twice a year I visit my parents for three or four days. The only times I deviate from that schedule is when I attend conferences or travel somewhere to give a talk.” He pivoted toward the stove, forcing her gaze from his remarkable glutes to his equally impressive biceps. “I prefer the lab. Vegetables go on the baking sheets, right?”

      “Yes. I already sprayed them with olive oil, and the oven should be done preheating.” She frowned at her wayward thoughts and stalked to the pantry. She’d made her business and motherhood the big priorities when the pregnancy test had displayed a plus sign. Any man who wanted to be part of her life had to accept that she and Daisy were a package deal. She wasn’t holding her breath for that longshot. Her lungs would’ve shriveled up decades ago, waiting for someone to want more than a roll in the hay from a curvy blonde, let alone one with a fatherless baby.

      Ugh.

      Grabbing the supplies for the pilaf, she returned to the counter on the opposite side of the sink from him. The saucepan banged the granite a bit harder than she intended, but her disappointment needed an outlet. “I’ll start the rice as soon as you put the veggies in the oven. The salmon is seasoned and ready to go.”

      “Okay.” His curt answer sparked a twinge of guilt over the tone her suddenly frustrated mood had allowed.

      He stepped aside every time she came near him while they finished cooking and sat in silence across from her while they ate, clearly expecting her to bite off his head for no reason. His food was gone in less than fifteen minutes.

      He drained his water glass as he pushed away from the table. “Do you want the dishes in the dishwasher? Or should I wash them by hand?”

      “In the dishwasher is fine.” Contemplating how to ask him to stay a little longer as he cleaned up after himself, she fed Daisy a bite of applesauce. The vast majority of it ended up back on the spoon, a sure sign supper was done. “Carson, I’d like to talk to you about something. Can you stick around for a bit? Or we can talk another time if you need to go.”

      “I said or did something to offend you, didn’t I?” He glanced up from adding his silverware to the utensil basket. “I apologize if I did. I’m used to putting on a show for my…admirers, so I don’t get much practice being me.”

      “Actually, I’m the one who should apologize. I—” Not wanting to delve into her issues without his full attention, she used the least messy part of the bib to wipe the goo from her daughter’s mouth and chin. “You know what, let’s wait until we put the leftovers away and clean up. I have more to say than I’m sorry. And I am sorry.”

      The shadow that had dimmed his eyes faded. “I was planning to lift and go for a run, but I can stay for a half hour or so. Don’t want to exercise too soon after a meal. Where do I find the plastic bowls? I can take care of the food while you wipe down the eater-in-training.”

      Glad for his help, she directed his search for containers and focused on Daisy’s mess.

      He sat on the couch a few minutes later and rested his ankle on his opposite knee, looking relaxed again. “I don’t understand. What do you have to apologize for?”

      She settled in the chair not much more than an arm’s length away—one of his arms anyway. “I was thinking about things that put me in a grouchy mood and I took it out on you. Would you be uncomfortable if Daisy nurses while we talk? I’ll use one of her blankets to keep from flashing you.”

      His cheeks flushed slightly pink, but he shrugged. “If you don’t mind, it’s fine with me. I’m not sure I’d be brave enough to breastfeed a baby with teeth. She doesn’t bite, does she?”

      “Not yet, but I have a nipple shield in case she does.” With the flower-print piece of flannel from the arm of the chair draped across her shoulder and chest, she unfastened the cup of her bra and cuddled Daisy to her breast. “All set.”

      “Already?” He lowered his foot to the floor and moved the other one to his knee, mirroring his previous position. “I guess you’ve had lots of practice since she was born.”

      “Mm-hm.” Here goes. “Do you like me?”

      His dark eyebrows dipped low over his light eyes, and wariness seemed to tighten his jaw. “Is that a trick question?”

      “No.” She huffed out a noisy sigh. “I’m having a hard time reading your intentions. At first, you had this swagger-y macho thing going on, like you expected me to swoon like a groupie or something. Then you ignored me until I left the picnic before you. Now… Now you’re giving off I-want-to-date-you vibes. I’m confused, and dating hasn’t been on my to-do list since…I found out I was pregnant. So, do you like me?”
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      Do you like me?

      Zinnia’s question had been direct and to the point. Their follow-up discussion had given him hope, despite the cringe-y middle school memories it had inspired. Most importantly, Carson didn’t regret the honest answers he’d given her four nights ago.

      Yes, he liked her. Wildly infatuated might be a better description, but telling her the extent of his feelings probably wouldn’t have made a good impression. Dweebiness wasn’t a good look on anyone, especially not a thirty-eight-year-old guy who hid a nerd under his compensatory muscles and public persona.

      Yes, he understood and accepted that her parental duties took precedence over everything. Last-minute cancellations or changes in plans might happen, but the same could occur with his or her job.

      Yes, he wanted to date her—and do other things he wouldn’t rush her into, considering she already had a baby she likely hadn’t planned for. His impending search for a position with a balance of teaching and researching had seemed to convince her he wasn’t going to disappear at the end of the fall semester or expect her to conduct a long-distance relationship indefinitely.

      And last but not least…

      Yes, he was fully aware of Daisy’s impact on any relationship that might develop, including the possibility of immediate fatherhood.

      Did the final admission scare the living daylights out of him?

      Absolutely.

      As much as Zinnia’s daughter seemed to like him, he didn’t have the first
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