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        Blake Landry receives a message that he's the father of a child he knows nothing about. And he'd sworn to never have children. Now, he's determined to find out who is keeping a secret baby from him by visiting each of his past girlfriends. 

      

        

      
        Cristina Howard wants to marry for love, not because a man got her pregnant. With her heart set on a genuine connection, she guards the identity of her child's father fiercely. However, her carefully constructed plan shatters when Blake learns the truth, igniting a storm of emotions. 

      

        

      
        As mistrust simmers between them, Blake and Cristina navigate a tumultuous journey fraught with doubt and conflicting desires. Can they overcome the uncertainty they feel about each other and forge a love worthy of creating a family?
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      Standing in the family room of the big house on the Kissing Oaks Ranch, Blake Landry stared at the letter in his hands. Who the hell had the nerve to send him this?

      He read the missive once again.

      Someone is keeping secrets from you. Someone you once loved has a child they don’t want you to know about.

      What the hell? Rage filled him. Who would do this?

      All right, maybe in his younger years, he’d been a little wild. A little crazy. And he’d probably had too much to drink on several occasions, but he always used a condom. Always. And he did his best to leave on good terms with every girl he’d broken up with.

      All except one. But she hadn’t been a girlfriend.

      So who was hiding a child from him? And was it really his kid? No, he’d know if he had a child, wouldn’t he?

      Were they trying to extort money from him? Wouldn’t be the first time.

      Most of his past girlfriends lived here in town. Did any one of them have a child? And since the ranch had made a lot of money, he wouldn’t doubt someone would step forward and expect child support.

      He wasn’t certain this was real. Somebody was playing games and he didn’t appreciate it. But still, what if it was true?

      “Hey, Blake, what are you doing?” Cody his younger brother, the professional football player, asked. He was about to leave for training camp.

      Blake certainly didn’t want his family to learn about this. There would be hell to pay if they learned he had a child that none of them knew about.

      “Reading the mail,” he said, standing in the kitchen, his voice sounding gruff with the fury spreading through him.

      “Did you hear that Adrian is taking Madison out to the family oak tree today?”

      “Uh-huh,” he said, knowing that his brother and Madison were right for one another. He’d seen the way they looked at each other, and he was happy for them. This time, he felt certain his brother had chosen wisely.

      Right now, he has his own problems.

      “You seem distracted,” Cody said frowning at him.

      And he was. He was trying to determine which girlfriend was hiding a baby from him. There was no hint as to what the age of the child was. There was no other information.

      Was this real?

      “Excuse me,” he said and walked out the door of the kitchen. He had to go back to his house and make a list of everyone he’d had sex with. No, it wasn’t that long, but long enough.

      Then, one by one, he was going to see each woman until he learned who was hiding his child from him.

      When he reached the house, he had to search high and low for a piece of paper and a pen, but when he finished, twelve names were written down. Out of that number, eight were married. Surely, this woman wouldn’t keep a secret like this from her husband, would she?

      He would check out those first. Then he would move on to the last four who were single.

      And if this message was true, when he learned who had kept this information from him, they would regret never telling him. They would be sorry that he’d finally learned the truth.
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      Cristina Howard sat rocking her son, holding him close, dreading leaving him. Normally a very good-natured baby, tonight Wyatt was fussy and she had a flight in three hours. At six months old, he’d received his shots yesterday afternoon at the doctor’s office and the poor child was running a slight temperature. For hours, she’d been holding him, rocking him, and trying to soothe him the best way she knew how.

      Gazing around her small apartment, she wanted to give her son the best life possible. So therefore she had to work. It was just the two of them and she wished her artwork would sell better, but so far, she’d only been accepted into one gallery and she’d yet to sell a painting. And now with a baby, it was hard to find the time to paint.

      His bottom lip trembled and he gazed up at her with those damn blue eyes he’d received from his father. Those eyes that knew how to seduce a woman and make her feel like she was the most important person on this earth. Those eyes that had convinced her that she could soothe his troubled soul, if only for one night.

      Those eyes that haunted her still. That one night had been the best and yet he’d left before she woke.

      And now fifteen months later, here she sat rocking the sweetest baby on earth, trying to console him. What the hell had she done?

      Oh, how she didn’t want to leave this sweet child, but she couldn’t risk calling in sick and losing her job.

      With a sigh, she doubted all her decisions once again. Being a single mother was so much harder than she’d ever thought. And yet, she was not going to crawl to the baby’s father and ask for money.

      Never. Which left her no choice.

      Picking up the phone, she called her mother. “Hi, Mom. Can you please come stay with Wyatt today? He’s not feeling well.”

      She gazed out the window at the sky beginning to brighten with the first rays of dawn. How many nights had she watched the sun rise since Wyatt had been born?

      There was silence on the phone and she didn’t know what she’d do if her mother didn’t agree to keep her grandson. The daycare would not take him while he was running a fever and already she’d called in twice since she’d returned from maternity leave. Sooner or later, the airlines would get tired of finding someone to take her flights. She had to go or risk being fired.

      “Have you called his father?” she said in that smart-aleck way that made Cristina’s nerves crawl up her spine.

      Always the same. Where was his father? His father needed to know about his son and help raise him. But Cristina was determined to make it on her own. She knew how his father would feel about the consequences of their night together. And she didn’t want to be one of those women he hated.

      “Mom, please, he’s running a low-grade fever. I can’t call in again. Just help me out this time and I’ll find a backup sitter for when he gets sick next time.”

      She could not depend on her mother any longer or face their relationship deteriorating further. When she told her mother she was pregnant, the woman had railed at her until she’d finally left the house.

      Every time they spoke, she wanted to know when she was going to tell the father. And Cristina had no plans on ever telling the man who’d given her this precious child. He would think it was just a way to take his precious gold. What he didn’t know was she was holding something more precious than his damn cash.

      “I love my grandson. It’s not that I mind keeping him, you know what the problem is.”

      Why did her mother seem to choose the worst times for them to have this argument? Right now, she was exhausted; she had to go to work and she was worried about this child she loved with all her heart. She hated going off and leaving him, but she had to earn money to pay the bills. And she didn’t need a lecture when she was at one of her lowest points.

      “Mom, I hear you. You’ve made your opinion well known multiple times, but I have reasons for not telling his father,” she said.

      Reasons she wasn’t willing to share with her mother. Reasons like the man hadn’t even had the decency to wake her up to say good-bye.

      “What? What could be more important than a father knowing about his son?”

      With a sigh, she felt the tears well in her eyes. She didn’t want to explain her reasoning. If her mother ever learned who the father was, Cristina feared the woman would go straight to him and tell him about his son.

      For that reason, she kept his father’s name to herself. Only one person knew about his father – her best friend Lauren. And she was sworn to secrecy. If she didn’t work full time, Cristina would’ve called her to come to take care of Wyatt. Could she take a day off?

      “Fine, I’ll call Lauren,” she said.

      “No, he’s my grandson. I’ll be over there. What time do you need to leave?”

      “In an hour,” she said.

      “I’m on my way,” her mother responded. “But you should tell his father. He needs to know about his son.”

      It had been one night. One night of the best sex of her life and then he’d never spoken to her again. She’d been so disappointed that he never called her. So disappointed that she never saw him again.

      Devastated, to put it mildly.

      Obviously, she’d just been the flavor of the night and she wasn’t about to be lumped in with all his other girlfriends. He’d told her what he believed about them, so she wasn’t going to be one of those girls. And yet, he’d put her in the same category as them by not saying good-bye.

      “Thank you, Mom,” she said as she kissed Wyatt on the top of his head.

      Someday he would ask questions, and she’d be honest with him then, but she didn’t want to depend on his father for a damn dime. Wyatt was her son and she’d die protecting him.

      If only she hadn’t gone to the rodeo that night with Lauren and then to the bar in the Fort Worth Stockyards. If only she hadn’t listened to his sad tale of ridiculous woe and let him persuade her into his bed.

      But now she knew better.

      The man liked women, but he didn’t like them depending on him, so she was determined she would make it on her own. In return, he’d never know about his son.

      But damn, her son looked like him. The infant had his blue eyes and his strong chin and jawbone. Sometimes she wondered if there was anything about Wyatt that looked like her. So far he was the spitting image of his father and that worried her.

      His father was well-known around this part of Texas. His family was wealthy. And that frightened her as well. Because no man would take her son from her, regardless of his wealth.

      With her infant snuggling up against her chest, she sighed with relief knowing Wyatt had finally fallen asleep. But his forehead was still warm and she hated going off and leaving him when he felt bad.

      No one warned her about the protective feelings you developed being a mother. No one warned her that she would never want to leave her child for any reason.

      Damn, why hadn’t she won the lottery? And yet in many ways, she felt like she had. The love she had for this child was overpowering.

      When she was pregnant, she’d wondered how good a mother she would be. Would she love this baby? And the moment they put him in her arms, she’d burst into tears.

      Gazing down at his sweet face, she’d been smitten and knew she would move heaven and earth and even hell itself to protect this child.

      He was hers. Nobody’s baby but hers.

      He may not have a father, but he had one hell of a mother who loved him with all her heart and soul. And she’d fight for this child with her dying breath.
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      Anxiety filled Blake as he stood on the porch of Ashley’s house. Her mother opened the door and gazed at him with a what in the hell do you want? look.

      He’d been a horny teenage boy. Ashley had been a young girl curious about sex and romance. Together they’d lit the back of his car on fire with their passion, but had they created a child together?

      “Hi, Mrs. Thomas. Is Ashley home?”

      She frowned at him. She’d never liked him dating her daughter and it appeared that nothing had changed. But that could be because he’d gotten Ashley pregnant. If she was the one.

      The woman turned from the door, not even speaking to him. “Ashley, you have a visitor.”

      Not even being wealthy had changed her mind about him.

      He really hadn’t expected to find Ashley here, but hoped her mother would give her the location where she was living. After all, she should be twenty-eight or twenty-nine years old now. Still living at home seemed rather dubious.

      But if she were a single mother, maybe there was a reason for her to be at home.

      The blonde woman he’d dated when they were in high school came to the door.

      “Blake,” she said, her golden brown eyes widening with surprise. “What are you doing?”

      What did he say? He glanced inside the house to see if he could see any child paraphernalia. Kids had a lot of stuff. The child would be at least five to six years old. Maybe they were in school.

      “Can we talk for a moment,” he said hoping she would invite him in.

      “Sure,” she said stepping outside on the porch and shutting the door behind her.

      Damn, he couldn’t see inside the house. But her mother hopefully wouldn’t hear their conversation unless she stood just inside listening.

      She sank down on the porch steps just like she had when they were teenagers. This was where they sat and talked about their dreams. She’d wanted to go to college and he wondered if she made it.

      “You’re still living with your mother,” he said.

      She gave a little laugh. “Not for long. I’m getting married next week and I wanted to save some money and also get out from under the lease on my apartment.”

      Her brows drew together in a frown. “Are you here to talk me out of marrying John?”

      Oh dear.

      “No,” he said. “I have a question to ask you. A strange one, but I need to know.”

      He’d been her first, and looking at her now, he saw she was beautiful, but they didn’t fit together. Thank goodness he’d come to his senses and broken things off with her hopefully before she got pregnant.

      “When we were together, did you get pregnant?”

      Her mouth dropped open and she leaned back and started howling with laughter. Maybe it wasn’t her. Maybe he was making a fool of himself by asking.

      “What? What would make you think that?” she said with astonishment. “No. Hell no.”

      Relief flooded him because he could see she was shocked he would even ask her that question.

      “Why are you asking me this a week before my wedding?”

      It really was lousy timing, but he didn’t know she was getting married.

      With a sigh, he ran his hand through his hair. “Congratulations, I didn’t know you were getting married. I received a letter that could be a prank, but I’m not certain, and I want to be sure. In the letter, it said that someone has a child by me that they’re not telling me about. You don’t know how angry that makes me.”

      A grin spread across her face. “I can see that. But rest assured, it’s not me. We were just two kids who were curious about life and sex, and well, we weren’t meant to be together. And if I’d gotten pregnant, you would have known right away. Honestly, do you think my mother would have let you escape your responsibilities?”

      A chuckle rumbled up from his chest. “No.”

      At least he knew the truth.

      With relief, he stared at her. She did look happy. “So you’re getting married.”

      “Yes, and I’m extremely happy. John’s the best.”

      “I’m happy for you,” he said wishing he could find a woman who wasn’t after his money that made him happy. A woman who loved him, not his cash.

      Glancing at him, she leaned back. “So how are you going to find this child?”

      Shaking his head, he knew what he was doing was crazy, but he hoped it worked.

      “I’m visiting everyone I’ve had sex with that isn’t married, trying to find out if they had my child,” he said. “You were the first one on the list.”

      Laughing, she shook her head. “Lucky me.”

      He’d always liked Ashley, but they had been too young and weren’t ready for the responsibilities of a committed relationship.

      “I have fond memories of the two of us,” he said.

      “Me too,” she said reaching out and hugging him. “But we weren’t right for one another. Neither one of us were ready.”

      He nodded. “You’re right. I hope you’ll be happy in your marriage.”

      A big smile spread across her face and her brown eyes danced. “Thank you. One more week and then we’re man and wife.”

      For years, he’d wondered why he’d not found a woman who wanted him for himself.

      “Tell me something. Why weren’t we right for one another? I know we were young, but was there anything else?”

      With a sigh, she licked her lips. “You broke things off with me first, but I knew we wouldn’t last. Sometimes you were hard to get close to. You were distant. You never expressed your feelings and a woman needs to hear how a man feels about her.”

      This wasn’t the first time he’d been told this and yet he didn’t know how to correct the problem. He was not one to go around talking about his feelings. That just wasn’t him.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      Standing, he considered this conversation over. He’d learned what he needed to know.

      She stood and they hugged. “Good luck finding your child.”

      “Thank you,” he said and walked down the sidewalk.

      Behind him, he heard the front door open and her mother hiss. “What is he doing here? What does he want?”

      Ashley laughed. “To tell me about an old high school friend who is searching for someone.”

      Thank goodness she’d had the presence of mind not to tell her mother the truth. Otherwise, the news of his search would be racing across town faster than he could.

      Two hours later, he sat outside the elementary school where Sarah Martinez taught first grade.

      Once the children had emptied the school, he walked inside and a teacher showed him to her classroom.

      She was sitting behind her desk when he walked in. This setup fit her. She’d wanted to be a teacher when they were dating.

      She glanced up, her dark hair falling forward.

      “Blake,” she said, standing and coming around the desk. “Good to see you. Do you have children here?”

      She’d given him the perfect opening.

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      For the next few minutes, he filled her in on what the letter said. She smiled at him before she stepped back around her desk and sat.

      “You have nothing to worry about. It wasn’t me.”

      Funny, but he kind of hoped it was her. Of all the women he’d dated, she was the one with a level head on her shoulders, and she knew what she wanted and was determined to reach her goals. In school, she’d been focused on getting her degree, and he’d been a distraction that she’d kicked to the curb.

      They only had sex once, and afterward, she’d sent him packing, saying he could not keep her from getting her degree.

      “You would be so good with children. You’re a teacher,” he said wistfully.

      Shaking her head, she gazed up at him her dark brown eyes filled with compassion. “I’m sorry. I’m sure you want to find this child or even find out if it’s someone’s idea of a joke.”

      “Yes,” he said sighing. “My parents are long gone, and well, I don’t want a child of mine to grow up without knowing anything about me. I want to be involved in their life.”

      She nodded. “I understand, but we only had sex the one time and I didn’t get pregnant.”

      He nodded. “I guess you graduated college.”

      “Yes, and now I’m working on my master’s,” she said. “I’d like to be the principal someday or even a school counselor.”

      She’d always been ambitious and it was one of the things he admired.

      “You’re not married?”

      “No,” she said with a sigh. “No time for men. I’ve got a degree I’m chasing.”

      That had been her chief complaint about the two of them. He’d wanted to spend more time with her and she wanted to study. If he remembered correctly, her family was poor and she wanted to help them get out of poverty. That was one of the things he’d liked about her – her determination to succeed.

      “Maybe once I get my master’s which should be next year,” she said.

      The woman was beautiful and dedicated.

      “I’m sorry you weren’t the one. I always thought of you as the one that got away,” he said.

      She laughed. “Blake, you’re a good man. But you were always distant and I had a hard time feeling close to you. No matter how hard I tried, I never knew or understood what you were thinking and you were not one for telling me how you felt.”

      With a sigh, she shook her head. “We were never meant to be.”

      “No,” he said.

      There it was again, and this time, he didn’t even have to ask her why they hadn’t worked. This time, she’d just volunteered the information. It seemed to be a theme where his exes were concerned.

      “Well, it’s getting late and I should get back home,” he said. “But thanks for taking the time to talk to me.”

      “What are you going to do now?”

      “Keep searching,” he said. “If there is a child out there that I helped create, I’m going to find him or her.”

      “Good luck, Blake. I wish you nothing but the best.”

      Turning, he walked out of the classroom and down the hall of the elementary school he’d attended as a child. Two more women, and if they weren’t the ones, he didn’t know what he would do.

      Somewhere out there was his son or daughter and he intended to find them.
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