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Prologue
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Faye 

I do my best to ignore my aching back and pulsing heels. Night shift can be a breeze or brutal. The E.R. hadn’t slowed down from the moment I signed in at eleven. Some days are like that. I can’t wait to get out of my filthy scrubs. This job has its disgusting moments, but someone has to do it. It’s not my usual rotation, but I swapped with Simone, who needed the night off to attend her sister’s wedding. Part of me missed nights in the E.R., but the other, saner portion of my brain enjoys the ability to live a normal life. Working nights makes you feel like a zombie.  

Turning the corner, I smile at the sight that greets me. Preston hasn’t seen me yet. It’s not often our paths cross purposefully. We don’t want people to think he’s playing favorites because he’s the attending doctor with me, his fiancée working as a nurse beneath him. My heart picks up a tick as I take him in. He’s a Viking, all long, golden mane, broad shoulders, and icy blue eyes. 

“Does she know about this promotion?” Dr. Stevenson asks. 

I pause. They haven’t noticed me. It sounds like the news he’s holding onto is a secret. Not wanting to ruin anything, I slip into a side corridor. 

“No. Faye knows who makes the big money in our relationship. Nurses are important, but their role is supportive. As my wife, her first job is me.” 

My jaw drops. I’ve never heard Preston speak like this before. He always seemed so open-minded and considerate of my needs and desires. 

“Does she know you feel that way? Faye doesn’t seem the type to go for that.” 

Preston scoffs. “Our wedding is in three months. What’s she going to do, refuse to move to California? The money is three times better. She can be a nurse anywhere, and soon enough, we’ll have kids, so she’ll stay at home.” 

My heart pounds in my chest. Nursing is my purpose in life. I never had any plans of being a stay-at-home mother. My gut clenches. Suddenly, our entire courtship becomes a lie. He’d put up a front for over a year and a half. The blood rushes to my head. Slumping against the wall, I close my eyes. My breathing increases. A life I hate stretches before me—glittering and gold from the outside, and hell on the inside. 

He wants to take me away from a job I love, isolate me from my family and friends, and force me into a mold he thinks is perfect. Not only did he neglect to tell me he was applying for this, he didn’t even ask my opinion on a move. How long has he hidden this? When does he need to report to his new job? A million questions rise up in my head. 

“No.” My hands ball into fists as indignation fuels me. I push off the wall, abandoning my habit of being non-confrontational. Damn the money we’ll lose. This is my life. 

I march out toward him, furious. Anger has my eyes filling with tears as my chest tightens painfully. Breathing heavily, I know I must look like an extra from a horror movie. 

Dr. Stevenson’s eyes widen. 

Preston turns and peers at me. “Sweetheart.” 

“How dare you?” 

“We should really take this somewhere else.” He grabs my wrist, and I pull away, not about to be silenced to keep his reputation intact. 

“You had your time to talk about this in private. Now you get to listen. We are done.” I remove the two-karat, princess cut diamond from my ring finger.

“What are you doing?” 

“Escaping while I can.” I shove the ring into his pocket and stalk toward the nurses’ locker room. 

“What? That’s ridiculous! The wedding is in three months. You can’t just call it off.” 

Ignoring him, I quicken my steps. He grabs my wrist, and I spin around. Desperate to flee, I grab the only non-lethal weapon I have. I remove the packaged square from my lab coat and fling the sanitary napkin in his face. He releases my hand to bat it away, and I throw two more like ninja stars before I run. My rubber soles slap the linoleum as the tears fall, splattering onto my work clothes as my dreams for the future shatter. 
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Chapter One
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Faye

I nurse the one mug of coffee I’m allowed every day as my daughter swims happily inside of my belly. The faint flutters have turned to something more substantial as I move toward my sixth month.

“I know, this is the highlight of my morning, too,” I agree.

Leaning against the counter, I take in the open plan of the condo. The velvet, blue couch and matching chair with a footstool is a splash of brightness that stands out against the walls’ standard beige. The only room I bothered to have painted was the baby’s. I’d opted for a soft sage green that worked for either sex because I’d only been a few months along. I was on a tight budget and determined not to depend on Preston for funds. Because I knew the pompous bastard would use it against me. I grimace as thoughts of my ex float to the surface of my sleep-addled brain. How had I been so blind to his serious faults? 

The condo is finally beginning to feel like home. After packing up my things with Preston protesting and calling me silly every step of the way, I moved in with my big brother, Warren, while I weighed out my options. My missed period sped up my timetable and snapped me out of my funk. It’s incredible what knowing you’re responsible for another living soul’s future will do. I twiddle my feet in the soft, fleece-lined house shoes, and trail my fingers down the soft material of my pink robe covered in coffee mugs. The sensation grounds me as I stop the negative thoughts trying to form like a storm cloud. Browbeating myself won’t change my past. 

Ding. The bagel pops up from the toaster. After setting down my mug, I pluck the crusty, warm pieces from their slots and slather them with the brown sugar cream cheese waiting on the counter. Adding the pre-sliced strawberries, I satisfy my recently developed sweet tooth while staying healthy. Closing my eyes as the flavors explode on my taste buds, I groan. Have I ever tasted food the way I do now? It’s like the hormones have expanded my senses. Or perhaps, it slowed me down enough to fully enjoy them. Except for my libido. Heat floods my cheeks. If anything, it’d cranked my horniness up to eleven. I expected my B.O.B. to break down any minute. Lord knew I went through enough batteries to personally fund Duracell. 

Once I finish my breakfast, I clean up, then saunter—because I refuse to believe I’d reached the waddling stage yet—to my shower. Hot water and lilac shower steamers work wonders to clear my mind and soothe the usual aches that comes with growing a child. After toweling off, I slather my body with cocoa butter and put on my skinny jeans and a long-sleeve, white shirt that highlights my baby bump and new breasts. I’d gone from a B cup to a C cup without surgery. That was a miracle to be celebrated. Slipping my arms into the angular, gray cardigan with fringed edges, I leave the top unbuttoned. 

Turning sideways, I smile into the mirror and snap a photo. There may be faint circles under my eyes, but my honey skin is glowing. I want to document what may be my only pregnancy. Other than a severe bout of morning sickness the first two months, it’d been smooth sailing. But the thought of trusting a man again with not just my heart but my daughter’s feels unlikely. Plenty of single mothers lead a happy, self-reliant life. It wasn’t what I pictured, but I’m nothing if not adaptable. 

I smooth cream under my eyes to hide the lack of sleep I’d gotten the previous night. Appointments always put me a little on edge. The knock on the door announced the devil I can’t shake. Think of the devil, and he will appear.  

Sighing, I slip my phone into my back pocket and slowly walk to the front door. I open it to reveal the blond-haired giant whose piercing blue eyes and perfect bone structure do nothing for me any longer. Clad in a wool coat with an expensive cashmere scarf wound around his neck, he could’ve stepped out of a magazine. 

“You must be spending a fortune on airfare.” I step back, and he walks in, stomping to shake the snow off his boots. 

“Hello to you, too.” The smoldering look that once made me cave during arguments amuses me now. He looks like an overgrown, petulant child. “How long are you going to play this game?” 

“I’m not playing.” 

He ignores me, continuing on as he shrugs off his coat. “The baby is going to be here sooner rather than later.” 

“I know. That’s why we should settle the custody agreement like I keep asking.” 

Scoffing, he unlaces his boots. “How many times do I have to apologize?” 

“You don’t, since it’s a waste of our time and your breath.” 

He huffs, and I hold up my hand. “I saw your true colors, Preston, and it wasn’t just ugly. It was horrifying and abusive. You aren’t the man I thought you were. No,” I shake my head, “that you pretended to be. I will never keep you from our daughter, but I want nothing to do with you romantically.” 

“You’re going to let two years go up in smoke?” 

“Yes, because I can’t help but wonder what else you lied about.” 

He splutters like water went down the wrong way. “Don’t you think you’re over the top?” 

“No, I don’t,” I reply.

He likes to play on my emotions and make me seem as if I’m throwing a tantrum and being childish. My points are valid. I won’t let him shake my belief in myself. 

“Us separate but civil is what’s best for her.” I rub my belly, taking strength from the innocent life I vowed to protect. 

“No, you want to punish me. What’s best for her is a two-parent home where she won’t want for anything and will get the attention she deserves. What are you going to do? Shove her in daycares all the time?” 

It’s a low blow. I glance away. 

“Plenty of people use daycare.” 

“Because they have no choice. You do. Why wouldn’t you want to give our child every advantage?” 

His words make me feel selfish. I toy with the fringe on my cardigan. Is he right? 

“Marriage, to me, is a partnership. It requires compromise, honesty, and trust. I don’t think you’re ready for that.” 

He reaches out and cups my face. “Didn’t I take care of you?” 

“Yes,” I answer, honestly. 

“Did you ever want for anything?” He forces my gaze up to meet his. 

“No,” I whisper hoarsely as my mouth dries out. 

“And you were happy, weren’t you? We were in love and about to get married, Faye.” 

“I thought I was. Now I’m not so sure.” What we had was pleasant. I felt secure and content. But was that love? 

“Bullshit. It’s not like I cheated.” His snarl makes me jump. “I was good to you, and I’m getting tired of this stubbornness you’ve decided to develop.” 

Had I really been such a pushover with him? 

Keys jingle, and the lock turns in the tumbler. The door swings open to reveal my brother bursting in like a bull about to wreck china. I’ve never been so ecstatic to see Warren. My brother looks at us and stands to his full six-foot-two. 

“You’re back bugging my sister again, I see.” 

Preston wrinkles his nose as if he smells something foul. “It’s time for her doctor’s appointment. I want to see Brigitte.” 

“That’s not going to be her name,” Warren replies. 

“It sure as hell won’t be Flora.” 

“You seem real certain, considering I’m the one who has to push her out.” I take strength from my brother’s presence.  

“What the hell happened to you?” Preston asks, frustrated. 

“I became a mother. I have a being to try my best not to screw up. That changed me.” 

“Your hormones are making you irrational.” 

Warren growls. “Don’t do that.” He steps in front of me, forcing Preston to take a step back. 

“What? Tell her the truth?” Preston huffs.

“Screw with her mind. I saw you do it all the time before. But you were so good at downplaying it. You must be desperate because you’re getting sloppy with your manipulation. She seemed happy, and you weren’t around enough for me to really make up my mind about you. Now everything has changed. I see you for the parasite you are. I can’t chase you off because of Flora, but I’m here to make sure you don’t bully your way into getting what you want. You have no power here anymore.” 

Preston eyes my brother coldly. “We’ll see.” 
Warren tenses, and I slip between the two of them. “Hey.” I snap my fingers, and they look down at me. “Don’t let him get under your skin, War. Preston, keep in mind allowing you to come with me to my appointments is a courtesy. One I can rescind.” 
Preston’s jaw tenses. I can see the barely concealed rage boiling inside of him. What would life with this man have looked like? I thank God I won’t have to find out. 

*** 
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“I’LL BE HERE THROUGH Christmas if you change your mind about visiting with Mom and Dad.” 

“I think it’d be uncomfortable for all of us.” 

“Are you going to keep Bri— the baby away from them?” 

“No, but she’s not here yet.” 

“Fine.” He sighs. “Merry Christmas then.” 

“Merry Christmas, Preston.” I watch him walk toward his car, and my heart aches. This isn’t how I envisioned my pregnancy. I was supposed to be married and anticipating this with the rest of my family. My parents think I’m unrealistic. After a life spent working their fingers to the bone, security isn’t something to be tossed aside over a misunderstanding. They want me to reconcile with Preston. Their disapproval weighs heavily on me.   

“You okay?” 

“I’m not sure.” I tilt my head back and peer up at my brother through misty eyes. 

“Believe me, you lucked up, finding out what he’s really like now. Once he had you across the country in California, it would’ve been next to impossible to leave him.” 

“I’m glad you see it my way.” 

“Look, Mom and Dad just need time. They’re only looking at the financial aspect.” 

I sigh. “We’re not even going to be together because there’s too much tension between us, War. That’s my fault.” 

“No. It’s our parents’ fault for being so old-fashioned. Listen, I have a special gift for you.” 

“You do?” I ask, cheering up. 

“I do. Come on.” Wrapping an arm around my shoulder, he guides me away from the doctor’s office and the mess I’ve yet to figure out. He pulls up in front of a pet store, and I frown. 

“What are we doing here, War?” 

“You’ll see. Come on.” 

We exit the car and walk into the shop. 

“Warren, you’re back. Is this your sister?” The brown-eyed beauty with a head full of coarse black curls is a little too excited to see us. 

How long has my brother been visiting ... I squint at her nametag, Riley? 

“This is Faye. Riley here has been instrumental in arranging this surprise for you.” 

I smile. “You don’t say?” 

He flashes me a pleading glance that makes me choke back a giggle. 

“I just gave him a few pointers. Are you ready for the grand reveal?” Riley grins. 

“Yes?” I glance from Riley to Warren. 

“I’ll be right back.” Riley walks away from the register and disappears through a door that leads into the back. A few moments later, she returns with a large, red present with gold stars and a gold ribbon. The lid pops off. A tiny beagle with floppy ears and a small muzzle hangs over the edge of the box, attempting to escape. It yips, and my heart lurches. 

“This little guy is ready to be taken to his new home,” Riley says. 

“With me?” I ask. 

“Yes. He’s waiting for a name.” 

I walk over to the box. “Hi.” He yips and licks my nose, making me laugh.

“He’ll be good company, and young enough to grow up with Flora.” 

“Do you want to go home with me, sweet boy?” I scratch behind his ears, and he opens his mouth wide in a puppy smile. “Yeah, you do.” I lift him up into my arms. He snuggles into my neck, and my heart is gone. Any thoughts of extra responsibility being a bad thing vanishes. There is no way I’m letting this adorable puppy go back into that cold, steel prison and wait for someone else to take him home. 

I smile up at Warren, who laughs. “I think we can safely assume she loves him.” 

“How could I not?” I sway back and forth as my maternal instincts fly into hyperdrive. “What’s your name, buddy, huh?” I stroke his short fur, giving him scratches. “You’re so cuddly. Monty.” 

“That’s a great name.” Riley leans over the counter on her elbows. 

I smirk to hide the smile on my lips as she gazes at Warren with apparent interest. 

“What do you think, Monty? Do you like that name?” I pull him back to look up at me. He wags his tail wildly. I take it as his version of yes. “Monty it is.” I busy myself with getting all the essentials necessary, all included in Uncle Warren’s present. 

***
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JAMES

“Go home, Jen.” 

“Doctor Bailey, I can’t leave you with this mess.” She gestures toward the inventory we’ve yet to put up. 

“It’s okay. I can stay late. You’ve got a family to get home to, and a late night waiting for little ones to sleep so Father Christmas can arrive.” A pang of longing hits as I think of her children. I’d often thought I would have my own by now. Life doesn’t always work out the way we’d like it to, though. So here I am in my mid-thirties with a successful practice, but no wife or children in sight.

The brunette cocks her hip and frowns. “You work too hard.” 

“The same could be said for you. Go on now. I have no one waiting at home for me. I’ll have this done and close the office in an hour.” 

“I’m going.” She points her finger at me. “But note I leave under protest.” 

“Noted, Jen.” I smile as she walks toward the office to retrieve her coat. Hitting the remote start, she begins the process of thawing out her car during December in Annapolis, Maryland. 

“I can help until my car is warm,” Jen says. 

“I appreciate it.” 

She nods. Jen is my veteran vet assistant. In her mid-thirties, she’s been at enough offices to know her way around a practice. With love for both animals and their owners, she’s got a real knack for calming anxious owners. She’s been a godsend from the moment she set foot in my practice for an interview. I leaned on her plenty over the years to keep the younger, less experienced vet techs on the right path. 

I’d focused all my attention and energy on succeeding in the business. Now I had a list of loyal, local clients, a decent reputation, and a growing practice. I’m at the point where I can hand over some of the control, but I don’t because there’s nothing else for me to do with my time. Most of my friends are coupled and settled down with kids. Which makes our get-togethers few and far between, or uncomfortable as I play the third wheel, or poor sod they’ve decided to pair up again. 

The time passes swiftly, and I walk Jen to the door, locking the main entrance behind her. With the supplies replenished, I sanitize the room and turn off the lights. My phone chimes, and I smile at the name appearing on my screen. My brother, Thomas, must be at my mother’s with his family. I try not to feel bitter about my parents’ decision to relocate to the motherland. After all, Thomas was the one to give them not only one grandchild but three with his wife, Angelina. 

I answer the duo ap and smile at the face so similar to my own. Thomas’ wheat-colored hair is cropped close to his head, and his wide-set, green eyes identical to our mother’s gleam with mischief and joy. Fatherhood suits him more than I ever could’ve imagined. He’d been a bit of a rolling stone, never settling down or showing an inclination toward wanting the family life until he met Angelina. The sounds of rustling paper and jubilant, tiny voices make my heart swell. 

“Jamison, wait for Charlotte,” Angelina fusses in the background. I hear my father’s robust laughter and shake my head. 

“Merry Christmas, mate,” Thomas says. 

“Merry Christmas. Is the gang all there?”

Thomas’ smile wavers slightly. “Except you.” 

“Next year.” 

“You said that the year before.” 

“Ahh, but this time I mean it. I’ve got the practice settled enough to leave during the holidays without fearing it’ll all come crashing down around my head.” 

Thomas chuckles. “I’m going to hold you to that. Wait.” He frowns. “Are you still at the office?” 

“I’m actually closed for the day. We got a delayed shipment of supplies in, so I stayed to store them.”

“You work too much, James.” His voice is soft and kind, and I hate it. 

“Is that my boy on the line?” my mother asks, saving me from ruining Christmas by spewing the vitriol gathered on my tongue. Seeing the brother who never had an interest in domestication live the life I’ve always dreamt of can be soul-sucking. I swallow down the bitterness and smile as my mother’s face enters the screen. 

“Mum.” 

“There’s my boy. Happy Christmas.” 

“Happy Christmas, Mum.” I see the additional lines around her smile and curse time for moving so fast. When I was younger, my parents seemed eternal. Now I see them aging with every year. 

“Can you hear the hubbub these three little monsters are causing?” 

“And you love every moment of it, don’t you, Nan?” 

She laughs. “I do. It’s like seeing you and your brother again. But that little Charlotte is something.” 

“Charlotte’s the oldest. She has to keep Jamison and Graham in line.” I sink into the chair behind my desk in my office and click on my green banker’s lamp. 

“Indeed.” My father’s face appears on the screen. 

“Hey, Dad.” 

“Hello, son. How’s life across the pond treating you?” 

“Good. I was just about to leave to start my holiday.” 

“That’s good. I worry about you and all those hours you put in.” 

“It takes a lot to get a practice up and running. Now I can ease off a bit.” 

He nods. “I understand the ins and outs of the business. But I want you to know that time can’t be regained. Make sure you’re living life outside of work, yeah?” 

“I know, Dad.” 

“Good. Now how are you spending the holidays?” 

“Doing a lot of nothing. Catching up on the tele, visiting friends. That sort of thing.” 

“Any dates?” Mom calls. 

I roll my eyes. “No.”

“What? Three grandchildren aren’t enough for you, Mum?” Thomas calls. 

“No,” Mum responds without missing a beat, and I laugh. 

“See what I’ve been putting up with for all these years?” my father asks. 

“It keeps you young, Reginald.” Mum’s sassy response reminds me of why I’m still single. If I can’t grow into that, I’m wasting my time. My last relationship failed because she didn’t want to wait for the white dress and babies. I wasn’t naïve enough to think I could do all of that and focus on my practice. I want to be a present parent. She’s happily married now, and I don’t begrudge her the life she’s built for herself. I just want to find my happy ending, too. 

“Guys, come say hello to your Uncle James.” 

The pitter-patter of feet over the carpet makes me laugh. Cherub faces press together as they battle for screen time. The chorus of, “Hi, Uncle James,” melts my heart. Not seeing them is the biggest drawback to remaining in America. Dad relocated us when we were in our teens for a once in a lifetime promotion and remained until he retired. 

“Hello, my favorite nieces and nephews. Are you keeping everyone on their toes?” 

The resounding, “Yes!” is accompanied by snickers and groans from the adults. I spend thirty minutes talking to them before saying good-bye, and I leave the office, feeling lighter and slightly melancholy.  

*** 
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AS I PULL INTO THE drugstore for last-minute snacks, the snow is coming down in large flakes that are sticking. Raising my hood, I lean into the wind, whipping and moaning like the ghost of Christmas past, and enter the blessedly warm safety of the store. Stomping my boots on the rubber mat at the entrance, I take down my hood and walk to the alcohol section. Tonight, I’ll make mulled wine, light the fireplace, and indulge in the biscuits and Jammie Dodgers my mother frequently sends me. A little taste of home will chase away the holiday blues in no time. Grabbing a mini cart, I take my time perusing the shelves. I’m not opposed to a little retail therapy, and drug stores have surprisingly thoughtful and useful gifts. 

I place a few bottles of red wine into the cart. It’s important to start with the essentials. 

“Stop.” A hushed whisper draws my attention from the cornucopia of crisp bags I’d been trying to decide between 

“No. You’re being ridiculous. We need to go home.” 

“And leave Monty to fend for himself? No. This is all your fault anyway.” 

The male voice guffaws. It’s embarrassing to hear the spat. I try to tune them out, but their volume increases. 

“How? You were the one who was distracted.” 

“Yes, by you showing up, uninvited might I add, and arguing with me.” 

“I’m sorry if the thought of my pregnant fiancée sitting alone on Christmas Eve bothered me.” 

“Ex ... and I was exactly where I wanted to be.” 

The sound of feet scuffling against the ground makes me tense. Is he putting his hands on her? I tense. I’ve seen the effects of domestic violence on friends. When we turn a blind eye, we’re all to blame. I push my cart forward, positioning myself in an aisle where I can see them from a distance. The blond brute towers over the smaller woman with inky black hair spilling out from underneath her pale pink cap. The white and pink pom-pom on the top makes me smile. 

“Stop this.” The man grabs her wrist and spins her to face them. 

She places her hands on his chest and steps back. “Let go of me.” 

“Not until you stop this foolishness. The storm is kicking up, and you need to be at home.” 

“With you, right?” 

“Clearly, you can’t take care of yourself. I mean, look at where we are now. How are you going to raise a baby alone if you can’t even handle—” 

Her hand moves so fast I can barely track it. Smack. Her bare palm meets his cheek. His head snaps back, and he blinks. His eyes darken, and he tightens his grip. She winces, and I make my move. 

“Is there a problem here?” I force my way in between the two of them, and she twists her wrist and stiffens her hand, causing his hold to break. 

“Excuse me?” the man asks. 

“The lady made it clear she didn’t want to leave with you, and you’ve pushed the issue.” 

“Listen, mate,” he mocks my accent, “you should mind your business. We’re fine.” 

I glance at the woman watching me with her large, doe-shaped, hazel-colored eyes. “Is that true, miss?” 

“No.” She shakes her head. 

“Are you serious?” he hisses, stepping forward. 

I hold my hand up, forcing him back. 

“I want you to leave. You’ve done enough,” the woman whispers, looking down at the ground. 

“This isn’t over.” 

“It is tonight,” I say. 

“Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to leave the store.” A manager appears to the right of the bickering couple. 

“Do you know who I am?” Preston asks, standing taller. 

“A man harassing a pregnant woman in the middle of the store on Christmas Eve,” the manager says in an unimpressed tone. 

The tow-haired man’s face reddens. “Fine.” Stepping back, he spins on his heel and stalks away. 

The woman covers her face and exhales. “I am so sorry.” 

“You should never apologize for his bad behavior,” I say. 

“Are you sure you’re okay, ma’am?” the manager asks, stepping forward. 

“Yes.” She places her hand over the small swell of her belly. “I just came here for tape.” 

“We can get you that,” the manager assures her. 

Smiling, she shakes her head. “Thank you both. His bark is worse than his bite, I swear.” 

“Do you need to file a report?” I ask. 

“There’s nothing illegal about being an asshole, or I would.” She shrugs. “I’ll be fine.” 

I hesitate. If I had a woman like this one expecting my child, I wouldn’t dream of treating her that way. She squeezes my arm, and the blood rushes straight down. I swallow and think of the cold waiting for me outside. What kind of pervert gets a hard-on for a pregnant woman he just rescued from an asshole ex? Apparently, me. 

“Well, Happy Christmas then.” I nod and push my cart away before I embarrass myself. Maybe I need something more substantial than wine tonight. I whittle down time, placing things I don’t need in my cart until the woman leaves. When her black SUV pulls out of the parking lot, I head to the front, assured the asshole blond wasn’t lurking outside in wait.

“Well, it’s a Christmas Eve to remember, that’s for sure,” the dark-haired cashier says. The white ball on the tip of her Santa hat sways as she shakes her head. 

“I can’t say I’ve ever had one like it before.” 

“You’re lucky then. The holidays always bring the crazy out in people.” She continues to ring up and bag my items with an exaggerated roll of her eyes. “It was nice of you to step in.” 

“I was just doing what any decent bloke would do.” 

“You’d think that. But I know better. That’ll be $56.78.”  

I hand over my credit card and glance at the snow falling faster outside. Gathering my bags, I offer the tired cashier a smile. 

“Happy Christmas.” 

“Same to you.” 

I crank the heat inside of the car, letting it warm up before I pull out of the parking space and ease onto the slick streets. I’m nearly home when a tiny shape darts out into the road. 

“Damn it.” I can’t leave any animal out there. Pulling to the side of the road, I park and step out, scanning the quickly growing snowdrifts. A flash of brown and black catches my eyes. I follow the prints illuminated by my headlights. They step under a bench. I duck down cautiously, unsure of the animal’s state of mind. The tiny beagle peers up at me warily. 

“What are you doing out here, bud?” I kneel down, ignoring the cold seeping into my trousers. 

“Can you come here?” The pup cranes its neck and scoots forward. “That’s it. You don’t want to stay out here in the cold, do you? No.” I keep my tone even as I hold out my hand. The pup sniffs my fingers a few times before he licks them. “I’m taking that as personal approval. Let’s get you warm.” Scooping him up into my arms, I move back to my car. I don’t have anything for a puppy. 

“Looks like we’re headed back to another store, but you’re worth it.” I lift him up before wrapping him with the blanket I keep in the backseat. “Huh, boy? I wonder who you belong to.” He has a collar but no tag to identify him. “I bet someone is worried about you.” Unless he’s an abandoned Christmas gift. It happens more than people would imagine, but not until a little after the holidays usually. 

“Neither of us will be alone for Christmas now.” 




Chapter Two

Faye

I lower my head and ignore the flurries hitting the small sliver of skin left bare around my eyes. They’re melted as soon as they land by the heat of my skin and the tears I can’t stop shedding. I’ve had Monty for less than twenty-four hours, and I’ve already lost him. My chest aches as another sob builds. I’d been plastering the streets with lost posters for the past two hours, pausing only to thaw out in my car. I could call Warren, but the shame stops me. I don’t want to pull him away from the family or admit how incapable I am. One minute, Monty was chasing his tail, circling around my ankles, and the next, he streaked out of the gap in the door Preston created as he tried to shoulder his way in. 

I might’ve caught him if Preston hadn’t blocked me with his massive frame. I’d never felt so powerless in my life. By the time I shoved him out of my way, my new puppy was long gone. The precious time I wasted going back to get my jacket and boots allowed him to run even farther. I couldn’t blame him for fleeing when Preston had been yelling like a maniac. Just thinking about the infuriating man had me seeing red. Taking a deep breath, I staple another poster onto a telephone pole and move back toward my car. 

The muscles in my lower back throb and I feel chilled to the bone. I can’t keep this up much longer. It’s not healthy for the baby or me. But the thought of Monty out there alone is a physical ache I can’t ignore. Trudging back through inches of snow, I slide into my car and peel the gloves from my stiff fingers. Rubbing my palms together, I hold them up to the hot air shooting from the vents. I could try driving around, but visibility against the white snow still coming down was poor at best. I have to do something.  

Sufficiently warmed, I pull out of the parking lot and onto the street, driving slowly as I circle the neighborhood watching for any signs of Monty. My phone rings, and I frown at the unfamiliar number. Answering via Bluetooth, I know I’m going to lose it if it’s a telemarketer. 

“Hello?”  

“Is this Faye?” 

What is it with delicious-sounding British men tonight?

“You called me. Shouldn’t you know?” 

“Right. My name is James, and I think I found your dog, Monty.” 

“Oh my God.” My voice catches in my throat. “Is he okay?” 

“Scared, cold, and hungry, but I’ve warmed him up and given him some food.” 

“He’s just a puppy. You didn’t give him regular dog food, did you?” 

He chuckles. “It just so happens that I’m a veterinarian, so I’m pretty sure I know what I’m doing.” 

“Jesus. You must think I’m a horrible dog mom.” 

“I’m not here to judge. I’m just happy he’s safe.” He clears his throat. “Though I have to ask why he’s got no identification.” 

“I just got him today. The person who came over wasn’t aware I had a dog, and once he was startled, he was off like a flash.” 

“Beagles are faster than they look.” 

“Yeah. I’ve learned that.” 

“Well, I know it’s Christmas Eve. So, if you want to arrange to pick him up tomorrow sometime—”

“No.” I clear my throat. “It was just going to be the two of us this evening, and I really need to see him.” 

“Okay.” His voice softens. “I can give you my address.” 

Monty yips in the background. Relief flows through me.

“I’m in the car. Can you drop me a pin?” 

“I can. How long have you been out searching?” 

“Since four.” 

“That’s no way to spend Christmas Eve.” 

“I think Monty had it worse.” 

My phone chimes. 

“Okay, I got your pin. I’ll be there in the next thirty minutes.” 

“I’ll see you then.” 

We disconnect, and the knot in my stomach loosens. It’s going to be okay. I’ll get Monty back, head home, and forget the last couple of hours happened.  

*** 
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AS I PULL UP TO THE white, two-story home with the gray and black stone accents on the bottom, I whistle. How much does a vet make yearly? Pulling into the driveway behind a forest green truck, I put the car into park. 

He works on animals for a living, and he rescued a dog from the snow. So, he can’t be entirely awful, right? My mind flashes to Preston, and I cringe. What looks good on paper doesn’t always translate well into real life. I pat my purse reassuringly, thinking of the pepper spray I keep on hand. I’ll go in, thank him, and abscond with my dog. Simple. 

Exiting the car, I rush up the walk, grateful for the porch that blocks the wind as I ring the doorbell and wait. The door swings open, and my jaw drops. 

“It’s you,” we say at the same time. The insanely attractive, green-eyed man with brownish blond hair that falls artfully across his brow who saved me earlier is standing in front of me with Monty against his chest. 

“Faye?” he whispers. 

I nod dumbly. The man has caught me in two of the most embarrassing situations of my life. Can I please melt into a metallic puddle like Alex Max and disappear? 

“James?” 

“Yeah. Wow. What are the odds?” 

“Very low.” 

“Please, come in out of the cold.” 

“Oh, it’s okay. I’ll just—” The baby chooses to sit on my bladder, and my choice is taken away. “Do you have a bathroom?” 

His eyebrows fly up. 

“The baby seems to think my bladder is a bounce house, so ...” 

“Oh. Yeah. Sorry. It’s just down the hall, second door on the right.” He waves me in, directing me like an air traffic controller with sticks. 

“Thank you.” Quickly stripping off my boots, I step out onto the carpet and beat a hasty retreat to the restroom. I can already tell I’m going to have my hands full with the little girl inside of my belly. “You had to choose now to woman handle Mom’s bladder? I was trying to make a smooth getaway, little girl.” I rub the bulge fondly as I step into the bathroom and close the door behind me. 

After handling my business, I wash my hands and admire his cleanliness. From what I’ve seen, his house is more than neat. It’s orderly and spotless. He is a doctor, though. Still, his room could be a gross disaster. This is just the area he’d expect others to see. My experience with Preston has left me wary of others. That’s one of the things I hate most about our break up. I can heal my heart, but I can’t change my new perceptions. 

I step into the hallway. The sound of metal on metal makes me jump. I cry out, and the baby jerks inside of me. Grabbing my stomach, I try to calm my racing heart. 

“Faye.” James is by my side, gently gripping my arm. 

“I’m sorry. W-We were both startled.” I place a hand over my heart. 

“Are you sure you’re okay?” 

I nod. 

“Come on, let’s get you onto the couch, and I’ll see what the hell that was.” He ushers me over to the navy-blue couch. I give a grateful moan as the cushion gives me a soft hug. 

“Here.” He moves a footstool over and props my feet up. 

“You don’t have to—” 

“You’re growing a human. Whatever you want is yours when it comes to me.” 

My eyes widen. Where did this guy come from? Oh, that’s right, Britain, according to his accent. 

A small bark reaches my ears. I smile down at Monty, who rests his paws on the cushion beside my legs. 

“You gave me a scare, you naughty little thing.” I scoop him up and onto my lap. “No more of that, okay? Your mama can’t take it.” 

His subdued yip sounds repentant. 

“You should be sorry.” I bop him on the nose and use a stern voice. He whimpers. 

“Faye?” 

“Yes.” I turn to find James standing in front of his window. “I have good news, and I have bad news.” 

“Give me the good news.” 

“The streets have been cleared.” 

“That’s excellent. I was sliding on my way in. What’s the bad news?” 

“They took out a few cars on the street, and your car was one of them.” 

“What?” I sit up and scoot to the edge. Ignoring the exhaustion trying to settle in, I push up off the couch and come to stand beside him. I cover my mouth with my hand and gasp at the twisted, dented metal that was once my car. 

“You have insurance, right?” 

“Yes, but this won’t be an easy fix.” 

“No, but it’s the city’s fault, so there’ll be no contest. If we need footage for proof, I have a camera outside that I’m sure captured it.” 

My head drops. I hug my belly as tears flood my eyes. 

“I know this isn’t what either of us planned, but to be honest, it beats my plans for spending Christmas alone. I’ve been told I make for decent company.”

I glance over at him, and he offers up a tentative smile. My lower lip trembles as I give him a watery smile. 

Monty barks. 

“See, he agrees. We can make the best out of the situation. How about we start things off by feeding you. Everything is better on a full stomach.” 

“I couldn’t impose.” 

My stomach rumbles loudly. “Flora does not feel the same way.” 

He smiles, and his eyes lighten to a jade hue. “Flora? Is that her name?” 

I nod shyly. “If I win the battle with the ex. He wants to name her Brigette.” 

James’ mouth forms an O. I admire the pucker, eying the full bottom lip that begs to be sampled. “That is a mouthful.” 

“What else can I expect from a Preston?” 

James coughs to cover a laugh. “Those are your words, not mine.” 

“How incredibly P.C. of you, James. Can I ask where you’re from?” I toss my hair over my shoulder and angle my body toward his. Why am I flirting? Oh, because he’s freaking gorgeous with a panty-melting accent. 

“London originally.” 

“I thought so. I’m pretty good at deciphering accents.” 

“Good on you.” He winks. 

My breasts swell for a completely different reason than pregnancy. I press my thighs together and look out the window. 

The street cleaner had gotten out of his vehicle and begun to locate the owners of the cars. 

“It’ll be a while before they get to you. I don’t want you standing out in the cold.”  

His words warm me. You’re pregnant, don’t read too much into things. Of course, his instinct is to take care of you. It’s built into their D.N.A. Except, Preston seems okay leaving you alone for long stints of time while he sets up his new life in California. Everything he does is antagonistic and calculating. 

“Hey.” James runs his warm hand down my arm. “Are you okay?” It’s calloused. A hand that belongs to a hard worker. 

“Yes, sorry. Just thinking.” My stomach protests like an angry monster.

“I think the little lady wants more food and less thought.” His lips turn up at the corners, and I giggle. He’s sweet, with biceps that stretch out his black Henley and big hands that make me wonder if his large feet are a proper prediction of what’s under his gray sweatpants. 

Okay, the hormone thing is out of control. I just need food. They say you can eat your emotions. I hope lust is included in that. 




***
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JAMES 

I can’t help but stare at the beautiful woman seated across from me as she bites down on a cotton candy-flavored grape. Her back arches, her eyes drift shut, and she hums in a way that makes me think of a different kind of hunger slacking. I fixed her snack to tide her over while I prepare a traditional British meal. I half-heartedly stir the mushy peas. With her oval-shaped face, large doe eyes, and glowing, honey-kissed skin, she’s stunning. But it’s Faye’s inherent sweetness and the serenity that flows from her that pulls me to her like a magnet. 

How could any man treat a woman like this ... let alone one carrying his child? I wonder, recalling the way the man at the store acted. Dark brown hair frames her face and curls around the generous swell of her breasts. My hands itch to cup them, test their weight, and see how she responds. Aren’t they supposed to be more sensitive during pregnancy? Would she make more of the irresistible sounds spilling from between her plump lips if I did? 

She moans, and my cock twitches in response. I turn to face the stove to hide my growing problem. I think of the biting wind whipping outside. 

“These are my current obsession. It’s one of the few cravings I don’t mind.” Her soft voice spreads warmth throughout my body. Is this what it’s like to have someone home with you? I’d nearly forgotten. 

“What are the other ones?” I latch onto the small talk to further distract myself. It’s been a long time since I was this attracted to a woman. 

“Ugh. Roasted red bell peppers, and gravy on just about anything.” 

I chuckle. “I take it those weren’t a part of your usual diet?” 

“No. I loathe them. My parents think it’s hilarious.” 

“Oh, where do they live?” I ask, remembering she was spending the holidays alone. 

“Not too far from here.” Her voice is subdued and tinged with sadness. 

“I’m sorry, are they ill?” I glance over my shoulder.

“No.” Her lower lip trembles and she blinks rapidly.

I turn off the strove and move the peas to the side. “Hey.” I go over and stand beside her. “What’s wrong?” I shove my hands in my pockets to keep from touching her.

“My parents don’t approve.” 

“Of the baby?” I whisper, shocked. 

She gives a curt shake of her head. “Of my decision to raise the baby on my own and end my engagement.” 

“I’m sure you had a good reason.” 

“He took a job in California three months before our wedding without telling me. He expected me to rearrange my life to suit his.” She shakes her head. “I never saw that side of him. Not in the two years we were together.”

Disgust turns my stomach. What kind of megalomaniac is this guy? 

“I’m sorry.” I take her hand gently in mine. “For what it’s worth, I think you dodged a bullet.” 

“I thought so, too. I mean, I was devastated but at peace with my decision. A lie that big shouldn’t be ignored. It’s no way to go into life together. Then ...” her voice cracks, “I missed my period.”

Understanding slams into me like a semi. “You didn’t know you were pregnant when you ended things?” 

She shakes her head and sniffs. “No. And suddenly, everyone who supported my choice switched to team Preston. He’s a wealthy doctor with a promising future.” 

“Life is more than money and status,” I answer automatically.  

“Yeah, but it helps. As a nurse, I don’t make half of what Preston does.” 

“And yet, doctors could never do their job without you. You help a lot of people. It’s an admirable job.” I watch her face light up. 

“I love it.” Her shoulders slump. “But I wonder from time to time if I’m selfish.” She shakes her head and swipes at her eyes with her opposite hand. “I don’t know why I’m spilling my guts to you. Maybe because you’ve already seen me at my worst.” 

“I’m happy to listen.” I squeeze her hand. “I think you’re an amazing, beautiful woman who’s remaining true to herself. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with a mother having a career. You can love both your child and the passion that ignites the spark that lives inside of us all.” 

Smiling up at me, she sighs as her tears trail off. “Thank you for that.” 

“I can’t say I understand your situation completely, but I can relate in some ways. When I first started my practice, plenty of people thought I was foolish for putting my life on hold. It was a lot of man-hours and focused attention. I missed out on other opportunities.”  

Her fingers caress my cheek. “Someone hurt you?” 

“Clare and I dated for four years and were engaged for another. It was understood we’d marry once things settled down at the vet’s office—” The memories rush back, clogging my throat. 

“She got tired of waiting?” 

I nod. “Clare wanted the white dress and babies sooner than I could give it to her. I wasn’t content to be a dad who never saw his children. I want to be hands-on like my father was. We parted ways. It wasn’t the happiest time of my life.” 

“I’m sorry.”

I lean down, close enough for our breaths to mingle. “I like to believe things happen for a reason.” 

She licks her lips. “Same.” 

Pop. She jumps, and I mentally swear. “Well, now you know why we call it Bangers and Mash.” 

“I didn’t realize the process was so violent.”

“You know us Brits. We like to do things with flare.” 

“All you have to do is talk for that to happen,” she mumbles. 

“Like my accent, do you?” 

Her cheeks darken slightly. “Who doesn’t?” 

I plate up our food, and just as I slide hers in front of her, a knock sounds on the door. 

“Go ahead and dig in. I’ll be right back.” I enjoy seeing her eat things I’ve prepared. It wakes some ancient instinct inside of me, providing for a woman growing a baby. I want to keep her comfortable and happy. Don’t forget, she’s not yours. I open the door and find the gray-haired city worker bundled in his brown work gear with neon reflective tape stripes, a badge, and the city’s emblem on his chest. 

“Good evening, sir. We’ve been working our way through the cars involved in the incident outside, collecting all the necessary information.” 

“Please come in. Faye’s the owner of the SUV She’s pregnant, and I don’t want her out in the cold for longer than is necessary.” 

“Oh, of course.” 

“I’ll go get her if you don’t mind waiting here, please.” 

“Sure thing.” 

I walk down the hallway to the kitchen. The bliss on her face as she dips a piece of sausage into the mashed potatoes and brings them to her lips has me dry-mouthed. I clear my throat. She peers up. 

“There’s a city worker here to talk to you about the accident and get your information.” 

“Oh, of course. Crap.” She sighs. “My purse is still in the car.” 

“I’ll get it.” 

“No. No. I’m not an invalid.” Her chin tilts stubbornly, and I opt to back down. I hold my hands up. 

“All right.” 

She smiles and nods, satisfied. “Thank you for the meal. It was amazing.” 

“I’m glad you liked it.” I walk over and offer her my hand, helping her stand as I guide her to the front door.

“Hi,” Faye says brightly. 

The man smiles. “Hello, ma’am. I’m Charles, and I’ll be gathering your information for the incident. The company will be contacting your insurance company tonight.” 

“That’s wonderful. I just need to step outside and get my purse.”

“Please, take your time,” Charles says. 

Removing her coat from the stand, I help her into the warm outerwear and zip her up without thinking. 

“You’re really into caring for others, aren’t you?” She arches a brow. 

I nod. You don’t feel like just anyone. 

“I’ll come with you in case the door is hard to get open.” 

“Smart thinking.” After carefully traversing the snow-coated drive, she unlocks the passenger door and grabs her black bag off the seat. Closing it behind her, she steps forward and slips. 

I grab her arm, pulling her against me. Her body presses into mine, and the sweet floral scent of her hair reaches my nostrils. I grip her hips tightly. “You okay?” 

“Y-Yes,” she whispers shakily. A small force pushes against me. “Flora says thanks, too.” 

“You’re both very welcome.” I carefully peel away from her. “Let’s get you back inside.” I watch for slick spots as we make our way back to the house slower than we’d come. 

They exchange information and make their claim quickly. The snow is continuing to fall, and the worker wants to get home. I see him out, and return to find her looking worn out. 

“Why don’t we relocate to the living room? I’ll make hot chocolate, and we can see what’s on the television.” 

“You don’t have to entertain me, James. I know I’m an unwanted guest.” 

“Unexpected is not the same as unwanted, Faye,” I say huskily. 

She glances up at me, surprised. 

“Without you, I’d be sitting here alone, drinking too much mulled wine and missing my family.  I’m sorry that the situations that led you here were so stressful. But I’m glad for the company. Your company.” 

She cups her belly. “James ...” 

“I’m attracted to you, Faye. I know you have a lot going on right now, but there’s no reason why we can’t be friends.” 

She bites her lip and peers up at me through long, black lashes. “Friends?” 

“For now. But if we stay in contact, I’m going to want more.” 

“More?” 

“As much as you’d let me have.” 

“Why? Look at me.” 

I rake my gaze over her. “Trust me, I am.” 

“I’m six months pregnant with another man’s baby.” 

“It’s over with him, right?” I ask. 

“Yes.”

“Then I don’t see the problem.” 

“James, you’re a sexy British veterinarian with his own practice.” 

I grin. “You think I’m sexy?” 

“Yes.” 

I step closer to her and run my fingers through her thick hair. “The feeling is mutual. I have nothing but time. I don’t want you to feel rushed. But I did want you to know where I stand.” 

Her hazel-colored eyes darken to the color of chocolate. She opens her legs and grabs a fistful of my shirt, tugging me closer. 

“I can’t promise you anything, but I can tell you I’ve spent the past few months in a constant state of unfulfilled arousal. I would not mind your help with that.” 

“I could.” I lick my lips. “You want to be friends with benefits?” I clarify. 

“To start.” Her hopeful expression leads me to believe there’s room for growth, and though we just met, I’m positive that’s a chance I want to take. 

“We should test the waters out before we agree, don’t you think?” I bend over her, gripping her hip as she leans back in the seat and tilts her head back. 

“Most definitely.” Her eyes stare into mine as our lips meet. Goosebumps rise over my body. Heat pools in my belly. She parts her lips, and my tongue dips in. Her eyes drift shut as I learn the flavor and feel, restraining myself from roaming her body. She sucks on my tongue. Growling, I angle my head to deepen our connection as our tongues tangle, and her nails dig into my chest. My lungs scream for oxygen, and I move back. 

She whimpers. I bury my fingers in her hair and tighten them, tugging her head back to bare her neck. Nipping at her flesh, I kiss my way down the curve of the breasts that have been taunting me. I suck on her collarbone and trace the scoop neck of her shirt. She shudders, and I move lower, burying my nose between her breasts. She gasps, and I pull back. “Too much?” 

“More.” 

Kneeling, I push up her shirt and brush my fingers over the round curve of her belly. She moves her hands to cover it, and I grunt, forcing them away. 

“Don’t hide from me. Every single part of you is beautiful.” I kiss my way up to the breasts, begging for my attention. Swollen, the nipples protrude, straining against the black lace bra scarcely containing them. I suck one stiff peak into my mouth as I cup the other one. Groaning, she arches her back, forcing more into my mouth. I hum, mindful of how hard I suck. She shudders, and I suckle, plucking its twin gently. The wanton sounds spilling from deep in her throat have me straining against my zipper. I release her with a pop. 

“No,” she protests. 

“Shh. You deserve to be ravished in a better setting.”

“Is that what you’re doing?” she whispers as I stand and lift her into my arms. 

“I have months to make up for, right?” 

“Yes.” She growls, pulling my lips down to hers. Nipping hard, she soothes the sting with her tongue and scratches the back of my neck, earning a moan. Her lips curve up against mine, and she repeats the action. Elbowing the door open, I move into my room and place her on the bed. I pause to admire the sight she makes splayed over my buffalo plaid flannel sheets. Crawling onto the bed, I remove her top and bra. 

“Is this okay?” 

“Very.” She nods, tugging on the bottom of my shirt. “But now you’re overdressed.” 

“My apologies.” I remove my top two layers, and she trails her fingertips down my chest. Her thumbs brush my nipples, and I jerk. She circles them, teasing me. Fast learner. 

“Lay back, let me take the edge off. I’m safe. I was tested after my last relationship, and I haven’t been with anyone since.” Her body tenses. “We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.” I rub her hip with my thumb. “I only want to make you feel good.” 

She nods, sinking down. “I’m safe, too. I had a workup when I discovered I was pregnant.”

Hooking my thumbs beneath the straps of her underwear, I tug them down her tone lips, drinking in her neatly trimmed pussy. Her slit glistens, begging for my tongue. The scent of her arousal hits me, and my mouth waters. I toss her soaked scrap of lace to the side and part her legs. 

“Hold on to the sheets, Faye. I’m going to eat you whole.” I slip her legs over my shoulder and lick up her slit. Her musky honey coats my tongue, and I find myself starved. Keeping her legs parted with my shoulders, I eat my dessert. Her walls flex around my tongue as I alternate between diving deep inside of her, flicking her bundle of nerves, and sucking her slick lips. I can’t get enough of her flavor or the husky way she calls my name. Her hips buck. I cup her ass, angling her so I can go deeper.

“Right there, James. Don’t stop.” 

Slurping, I blow on her clit. She cries out. “Come on my tongue, Faye.” I plunge into her once more. 

“Yes. Oh, God.” Her body tenses and her walls flutter. 

I know she’s close. Thrusting in once, twice more, I suck on her clit. Screaming, she explodes, drenching me with a flood of nectar I can’t swallow down fast enough. I ease her down with gentle laps before I move to collapse beside her. 

“W-What about you?” she pants. 

“Oh. That was just a warm-up. We’ve got all night.” 

“Christmas came early after all.” Her satiated smile makes my heart beat faster. I’m already in trouble. 

I glance at the clock and see the red digitized 12:20.

“Or right on time.”
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Chapter Three
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Faye 

My phone rings insistently, yanking me from the warm oblivion of sleep. I burrow my head from beneath the heavy blanket of sleep and freeze as I feel the press of something thick and hard against my ass. The previous day replays in my mind on fast forward. I snuggle closer into the body attached to the heavy arm looped beneath my breasts. His other hand cups my belly protectively, and for a split-second, I allow myself to pretend. It’s a dangerous thing to do. Flora isn’t his, and our arrangement is tentative and questionable. I was thinking with my hormones, not my brain. However, the way he looks at me is worth any heartache that might follow. 

The phone rings again, and I groan. I’d spent the night woken intermittently by hot hands and an even hotter mouth. Not that I hadn’t done my own exploration. I slap the nightstand beside me and grip the phone, bringing it to me. 

“Where the fuck are you?” 

I cringe. Preston is not the first thing I want to hear after a night of sexual bliss. 

“Merry Christmas to you, too.” 

“I’m at your place. It looks like you were never here.” 

“That’s because I wasn’t. Not that it’s any of your business.” 

“You’re my fiancée who’s carrying my child.” 

“Ex. Those two letters make a huge difference, and don’t even try to use her as a way to control me.” 

He snarls. “Why don’t you just invite me to your parents’ house so we can all be together.” 

Thanks to you, I’m not comfortable there. An evil plan strikes me. “You can go there if you want to.” 

“Finally.” He hangs up without waiting for me to say more. Self-satisfied, I stretch like a cat. 

“Morning.” 

The sleep-worn, deep voice sends a jolt of excitement racing through me. I roll over to face him. “Morning, James.” 

“I couldn’t help but hear the ex called.” 

“He’s about to get a Christmas morning wake-up call.” I grin. 

“You’re wicked.” 

“I thought I proved that last night.” 

He chuckles. Things had never gone past third base, but I wasn’t keen to let another person I didn’t know well inside of me. Especially when that space was already being shared. I yawn, and my jaw pops from the workout I’d given it, swallowing down his thick dick. 

“As much as I’m enjoying myself, we can’t stay in here all day.” 

He sighs. “I know. How about a shower, breakfast, and we’ll figure things out from there?” 

“I like it.” I slip from bed and stretch once more, unashamed of the body he’d learned every inch of. He’d given me more than orgasms. I have newly gained confidence when it comes to my ripening frame. His lids lower, and he goes from half-mast to full mast. 

“Maybe I can help you out with that?” I nod toward his erection. 

“It is on the top of my Christmas Wishlist.” 

I giggle and palm his base, squeezing him lightly. He twitches in my hand. I start a slow, firm stroke I learned he preferred. Our lips press together, and our tongues dance as he slowly backs me into the en suite. 

“Can I fuck your tits?” he rasps. 

“You are kinky, Doctor.” I release him and cup my breasts, pushing them together. 

“Is that a yes?” 

I lean back, resting my head against the mirror. “Slip between my breasts and find out.” His eyes darken, and he thrusts upward. I stick out my tongue, caressing his dripping head as he moves. 

“Shit. You’re so fucking sexy, Faye.” His eyes burn into mine. 

I spit to add more lubrication. He swells, growing impossibly stiff. My core drips in response. Knowing I affect him like this is intoxicating. 

“Are you going to come for me, James? Paint me all white?” 

He grunts, moving faster. His body tenses. “I’m going to—” 

“Yes.” 

Hot liquid coats my skin. The sight of his white droplets coating my skin has me clenching my pussy.  

“Since I got you dirty, it’s only fair I clean you up.” Helping me stand, he kisses me on the forehead. There’s so much sincerity and care in everything he does. It highlights what I missed with James. Gifts were great, but this was priceless. After starting the shower, he rubs my thickening hip. “I’ll step in first. I don’t want you to slip.” 

I start to protest and let the words die on my tongue. If James wants to be sweet to me, I’m not going to stop him. I’ll hold the kind words and care close on those lonely nights when it’s all I can do to make it to my bed to collapse. Those days could be a lot less lonely if we keep up this bargain. 

Stepping into the shower stall, he holds out his hand. I take it, getting in. It’s only the steam and hot water weakening my knees. 
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“YOU THINK YOU’RE HILARIOUS, don’t you?” 

The voice ruins my good mood. “What are you doing here?” I turn to face him with Monty in my arms. 

“Waiting.” Preston looks over at the car where James gathers the extra supplies he had lying around and gifted for Monty’s use. “Are you serious? You hooked up with the guy from the drugstore?” He sneers. “If you’re trying to make me jealous, it isn’t working.” 

“The world doesn’t revolve around you, Preston.” I roll my eyes and fish out my keys to unlock the front door. 

“You made me look like a fool in front of your family.” 

“No, you did that yourself. Maybe this will be a lesson about not forcing yourself into places where you aren’t invited.” 

His lips thin into a line, and the color fades from his face. “They were happy to see me and wondering where you were.” 

“They have my number.” I won’t let him use my family against me. 

“They’re worried about you, just like I am. Neither of us understands what you’re trying to prove.” 

I shake my head. “Nothing. This is about doing what I feel is right for my child and me. You’re the one turning it into a stressful process.” 

“I don’t get dismissed by nurses who come from nothing. You will not make me.” He reaches for my wrist. I back into the corner, wedging myself between the door and the wall. His hand is stopped by James. 

“Is there a problem?” James moves in front of me, forcing Preston back. They’re evenly matched in size, but James has a dangerous edge Preston couldn’t pull off on his best day. 

“I don’t know. You tell me,” Preston says. “I’ve never seen you a day in my life, and you’re pulling up with my—” 

“Nothing.” 

Preston’s mouth momentarily drops open at the interruption. “Excuse me?” 

“The mother of your child and nothing else. For a doctor, you don’t understand basic concepts very well.” 

Preston bares his teeth. “Is this supposed to be a joke? Did you hire him as your holidate? Whatever she’s paying you, I’ll double it.” 

“Is he serious?” James turns to me. 

Exhaling, I cover my face with my hand. “Unfortunately, yes.” 

“I get a say about who my daughter is around. If you pick up some random man off the street who does God knows what for a living, I’m going to protest.” 

“Let me set your mind at ease. I’m a doctor.” 

Preston’s eyes bulge. “W-What? Where do you work?” 

He gives a shit-eating grin. “I have my own practice.” 

“Were you seeing him before we broke up?” 

“Finally, you admit it.” I toss my hands in the air. 

“Is Flora even mine?” 

My jaw drops. 

“You are way out of line,” James barks. 

“It’s all very coincidental, isn’t it?” He gives a fake laugh. “No wonder you didn’t want to stay with me. You had another doctor in the wings. Look at all the things he’s bringing you for the baby.” 

“It’s for Monty, you cunt. I’m the vet who found him.” 

Preston blinks. “An animal doctor?” 

“That’s usually what a veterinarian is, yes.” James nods. 

“Well, then I suppose I owe you my thanks for finding the runt. Faye was quite upset about his disappearance.” His features smooth over seamlessly as he hides the demon that lurks inside of him. 

“Right,” James says dryly. I want to jump for joy. A person other than me has seen the dark side he keeps hidden. “If you’ll step aside, we’re going to get Monty settled in.” 

“I thought the days of house calls were over,” Preston snarks. 

“It all depends on the area, but believe me, this one is on the house.” James wraps his arms around my waist, and I allow it. For once, it’s nice to not fight this never-ending battle on my own. 

Preston looks from James to me. “I see.” 

“I hope so. Because I don’t plan on going anywhere.”  

If only he meant that. James is a catch. Eventually, he’ll get tired of me, the drama I come with, and the responsibilities that will always take precedence over him. Enjoy him now. Don’t expect more. 

“You’ve always been engaging. Even for your charms, this is a bit much for someone you just met. What did you do to incite such loyalty?” 

“The same thing that keeps you unable to let her go, I’d imagine,” James drawls. 

“I’ll be sure to let your parents know you were too busy with company to come by.” 

I grit my teeth. “You’re going to say what you want regardless.” I shrug, feigning a nonchalance I don’t at all feel. 

Preston’s eyes darken. “I leave in two more days. We will talk before then.” 

“What’s left to say? You were at the appointment, and you don’t want to sign any paperwork. Hanging around, trying to figure out who is in my life, and what I’m choosing to do with my time off isn’t part of the co-parenting plan.” 

“So brave and brazen, aren’t we?” 

“No. I’m tired. Flora is constantly resting on my bladder, I’m carrying fifteen extra pounds, and my body is rapidly changing to expand to house her.” I sigh. “I want to get things settled, so I’m prepared to focus all my attention on her.” 

“You’re the one keeping that from happening,” Preston says coolly. 

I shake my head, saving my breath. “Let’s get inside. Monty looks cold.” 

I finish unlocking the door and let James step inside. “Preston, we don’t have anything to talk about unless you change your mind. Because I can promise you, I won’t be changing mine. I hope you have a safe flight home.” Once I move inside, James stares Preston down and closes the door in his face. 

James remains at the door. “I don’t like him.” 

“I’m not particularly fond of him myself these days.” 

“You need to have a plan for the day your words aren’t enough. Bullies don’t stop until they’re made to.” I shift my weight. He isn’t saying anything I haven’t thought of before, but hearing it from a third party is disconcerting. 

“I’ll handle it if it comes to that.” 

Not if, when. 
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JAMES 

“Hey, bro. I’m glad you could make it out,” Daniel says, clapping my back after I sit beside him at the bar. 

“Me too. How was Christmas?” 

“Shelly and Jackson had a blast. Laura and I used gratuitous amounts of coffee to stay awake after being up all night assembling items Santa will take credit for.” 

I laugh as he rolls his eyes. The three and five-year olds are cute as a button but full of endless amounts of energy.  

“Laura says hi, by the way. She practically kicked me out the second I mentioned your name.” 

“I feel honored.” 

“Don’t. She has some Tupperware party. I think I was cramping her style.” 

I shake my head. “Is Mikey joining us?” 

“If he can get out of work. They have some new campaign launching, and he’s been burning the midnight oil in the office.”

“Yeah, I remember him mentioning that.” I nod. 

“What’s new with you?” Dan asked. 

I take a long draw from my bottle of pale ale. “I met somebody.” 

Dan leans toward me on his stool. “This is new.” 

“Yeah. Faye is amazing, man. She’s an E.R. nurse at St. Ann’s Hospital.” 

“How did you meet?” 

“That’s the crazy story. Faye’s dog ran away on Christmas Eve. I found him and called the number she left on the poster. She came over, and then a street sweeper took out her car.” 

“What in the Rom-Com?” Dan snickers.

“I know. It was a rocky start, literally. She felt bad for crashing my Christmas, and I was trying not to swallow my tongue and drool all over her.” 

“She’s pretty, eh?” 

“Beautiful, but even more than that, she has a wicked sense of humor.” I smile. “And she’s so damn sweet I could get cavities.” 

“She must be something to have you waxing poetic. I mean, you sound like you’re half in love with her.” 

I smile sheepishly and nod. “I very well may be. It sounds crazy to say out loud after a couple of months.” We spent the majority of our free time together, and sometimes nights we work. I’ve stood beside her for every late-night craving, foot massage, and new baby development she’s allowed me to be there for. Despite our closeness, she still holds a wariness only time will rid her of. 

Dan flashes me a concerned look. “I’m sensing a major but coming.” 

“Two, actually.” I sigh. “She’s got an intense, psycho, rich ex-fiancée who can’t accept their break up. And ...” I hesitate, “she’s eight months pregnant.” 

Daniel chokes on his beer. I pat his back. “You all right?” 

“Not after you swing that on me. You’re going to have to back up and give me some serious context,” Dan croaks. 

I explain the situation, and Dan rubs his chin thoughtfully. “You’re in a tough spot. I can tell from the way you talk about her this is already more than physical.” 

“Yes, and I know it’s the same for her. She’s just afraid to admit it.” 

“Considering her nightmare ex, I can’t blame her,” Dan says. 

“I know.” I rub the back of my neck. “She thinks I’m going to leave her when the baby gets here. It’s the last thing I want. I feel like Flora is mine.” 

He whistles. “That’s a dangerous thought if the mama bear doesn’t feel the same way, bro.” 

“I know.” My chest tightens. “But I can’t help it, not when I’m there watching her grow, seeing Flora develop and caring for her when she allows it.” 

“You need to have a serious talk with her, James.” 

“I’ve been trying to get the words together in my head. Nothing sounds right.” 

“So, go off the cuff and just say what’s in your heart,” Daniel suggests. 

“I’m worried I’ll muck it up.”

“James, you’re one of the most sincere and frank people I know. It’s not always easy to hear the truth, but I never doubt it when it comes from you. If she’s letting you get this close to her after everything with the douchebag, it means she trusts you.” He places a hand on my shoulder. “I think you should give yourself more credit.” 

“I’m nervous. I can’t remember the last time I was this twisted up over a woman. Maybe when I decided to ask Clare to marry me.” I shake my head, remembering the late-night drinking sessions where I plotted and planned with Dan and Mike there for moral support.

“You were a wreck trying to figure out where and how to ask her.” 

“She’d waited so long at that point, I felt like it had to be perfect. It feels silly now considering we didn’t even make it down the aisle.” 

“It doesn’t change anything about how the two of you felt.” 

“This feels even more intense. We’re talking about choices that’ll impact a child.” 

“Yeah. You are. Are you ready for that?” 

“I love kids. You know that.” 

“I do. But she won’t be yours. You’ll have to deal with her jack ass father, and—”

“I couldn’t care less about any of that, Dan. You should know me better.” 

Dan holds up his hand. “I was just playing devil’s advocate. I think any kid would be lucky to have you around in whatever capacity the two of you decide. A child can’t have too much love.” 

His words are a puzzle piece that clicks into place. “You’re right. I’m going to stop by tonight. Faye’s working nights, so she’ll be about ready to head in to work.” 

“Go. You won’t be much use to me here anyway.” He gestures toward the door of the bar. 

“Are you sure?” 

“It won’t be the only time I’ve had a few drinks by myself.” 

“Thanks, man. I owe you.” 

“Just keep me posted?” 

“You know it.” Finishing my beer, I toss a tip on the counter and rise, making my way through the crowded bar. Singing along to the music, I tap on the steering wheel as I drive the familiar path to the condo. Parking, I hurry to her front door and knock. She opens the door with a frown that turns up quickly. 

“James! What are you doing here?” 

I cup her face and kiss her, stepping inside and shutting the door behind us with my foot. “I am crazy about you. I like what we have, but I want more. I don’t want to keep things casual. I want everyone to know you’re mine, and I want to be yours, Faye. We can take things as slowly as you need, but I’ve been swallowing the words for too long, and it’s driving me insane. If you feel the same way, please tell me.” 

“I-I didn’t dare hope,” she whispers breathlessly. “I’ve wanted more for a while now, but I didn’t want to assume, or ...” She shakes her head. 

“I want to be here for you and Flora.” I place my hand over her belly. 

Closing her eyes, she smiles. “I want that, too, James. But are you sure? It’s a lot.” 

I silence her with my lips, staking my claim. “You are my girls now, and I’m going to be sure you’re taken care of.” Her body melts into mine. 

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, James.” 

“I won’t.” I kiss the crown of her head and feel home for the first time in years. 
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“ARE YOU OKAY?” I GLANCE down at her. 

“Yes, I’m just nervous.” 

I smile. “What’s the worst Warren could do?” 

She grimaces. “I don’t want to think about it.”

“He’s a regular old cop, not a member of the SWAT team, right?” I say, suddenly nervous. 

Her silence fills the room. 

“Right?” 

She laughs, and I scowl. “That was mean.” 

“I figured I’d break the ice.” 

“I’m not sure you accomplished that.”  

Knock, knock. “He’s here.” She pushes herself off the couch and waddles to the door. 

I smile, enjoying the sway of her body. It’s her birthday. We’re celebrating with dinner, followed by cake and presents. I know she misses her parents, but their berating and nagging is wearing her down. Firmly sided with Preston, they sing his praises and pick at her every chance they get. I’ve bitten my tongue about it since it wasn’t my place before. Now, as her official boyfriend, it’s only a matter of time before I speak out.   

“Warren.” She throws her arms around the waist of the giant with similar shaped and colored eyes. 

“Faye! Wow, you look bi—”

“Beautiful,” I interject, shaking my head as I smile. 

Faye punches her brother in his stomach playfully, and he hunches over. “Ouch.” 

“That wasn’t what you were going to say. Luckily, James saved your ass. James, my brother, Warren, the thoughtful. Warren, my boyfriend, James.” 

We both grin like school kids. It feels good to say the labels out loud. 

“Nice to meet you.” I stick my hand out for him to shake. 

“Likewise. I wasn’t aware the two of you were dating,” Warren says, never taking his eyes off me as he shakes my hand. 

“It’s a recent development,” I admit. I can deal with a little interrogation. 

“Hmm.” 

“Stop.” Faye slaps his arm.  “At least get inside and comfortable before you start grilling him.” 

“Jeez, Faye. You’re bordering on abusive here.” 

“Psh. You can take it.” 

“You’re lucky it’s your birthday,” Warren growls more teddy bear than grizzly. “How’s my niece?” 

“Growing fast, as you mentioned.” 

“I didn’t ...” 

She stares at him, and he looks away. “But healthy and on track.” 

“She’ll be here before you know it,” Warren says. 

“I know.” Her voice wavers.  

I squeeze her hand, and Warren places a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “You got this, baby girl,” Warren says.

“I know. It’s just the whole labor thing.” 

“Remember, our breathing exercises and the classes this month should help.” 

“Oh?” Warren glances from one to the other. 

“We’ve been watching videos to prepare.” 

“Is he going to be in the room when you’re in labor?” Warren’s voice raises. 

“I sure as hell hope so.” 

“I’ll be there no matter what, sweetheart.” 

Her shoulders relax, and I kiss the side of her head. 

“I just figured Rochelle would be there.” 

“I love my best friend, but we both know she gets queasy at the sight of blood. I can’t be worried about her passing out when I’m trying to push out a watermelon.” 

“Okay, enough descriptive language.” Warren makes a cutting motion across his neck. 

“Big baby,” she mumbles, walking into the kitchen. 

“You sit. I’ll serve. It’s your birthday, after all,” I say, pulling out her chair. 

“That’s his nice way of saying, ‘you’re super pregnant, get off your feet’.” 

“I like this guy already,” Warren says. 

“Good, ’cause I plan to be around.” We lock gazes, and he gives a slight nod of respect. 

Once Faye is seated, I set the tossed salad and garlic bread on the table before returning for the lasagna. 

Warren inhales deeply. “It smells amazing.” 

“Mmm-hmm. When’s the last time you had a home-cooked meal?” Faye points her fork at him.

“Last week,” he answers. 

“Oh?” 

“Uh, yeah.” He smiles.

“Why do I get the feeling this was not at Mom’s house?” She continues to prod him as he dishes up some salad. 

“Well, it was just Riley and me.” 

“From the pet store? I freaking knew it!” Faye dances in her chair

“What? Friends can’t eat together?” Warren asks lamely. 

“The looks you two exchanged were not of the ‘let’s be friends’ variety. The two were mooning over each other under the pretense of picking out Monty.” 

“What? You love my nephew,” Warren protests. 

“I do. But I’m also not blind. Maybe I should start butting into your love life.” 

“God. Please don’t.” He shakes his head. 

“Oh, is Mom after you?” 

“Like a bloodhound after a scent.” 

“The usual I want grandchildren before I’m too old?” Faye snorts. 

“Never mind that she’s about to have one in less than two months.” Faye balks. “Shit. I am so sorry, Faye.” 

“It’s the truth.”

“I know they’re your parents, so forgive me, but they’re being right assholes.” 

“Hey, no arguments here. I don’t support the way they’re handling things. I’ve been trying to talk to them.”  

“Or supplying that slimy git with information.” I tighten my hold on the fork. 

“Maybe if you introduced him, they’d ease up?” Warren suggests. 

She sniffs. “I shouldn’t have to.” 

“No, but right or wrong, it might bring in some peace. It’s rotten being so disjointed. That’s never been us.” 

I watch Faye shrink into herself. Anger flares in my belly. 

“It’s not up to her to make it right. She has her hands full preparing for the baby, and Preston is a fucking creep.” 

Warren blinks up at me. I lean over and kiss Faye’s cheek. “It’s your birthday, sweetheart, let’s enjoy the night. Why don’t you tell him some of your thoughts on Flora’s middle name?” 

Warren gives a quick nod of understanding, and works to shift the tone that had settled over the room. 

“I was thinking Magnolia for our grandmother’s favorite flower, or Violeta.” 

I let her voice wash over me as the sorrow becomes a thing of the past. The closer she gets to giving birth, the more the family discord bothers her. I want to help, but it feels like her parents are in Preston’s back pocket. Clearing away the table, I bring out the cake with the fancy opening flower candle that spins. 

She claps her hands. “I love it.” 

We sing a round of happy birthday, and she blows them out. The knock on the door makes me frown. 

“Are you expecting anyone else?” Warren asks. 

“No.” 

“I’ll get it. Enjoy your cake.” 

Peering out the door, I frown at the man dressed in a suit before I answer it. 

“Can I help you?” I ask. 

“Yes, I’m looking for Faye Ferguson.” I see the manilla envelop in his hand. 

“One moment please.” I return to the kitchen 

“Who was it?” 

“Someone with a delivery you need to sign for.” 

“Oh?” 

Warren frowns as I help her up and follow her back to the front door. She signs for the envelope, and he walks away. Opening it, she lets out a wail. 

“He can’t do this.” Her eyes tear up as she sways. 

I grab her to keep her on her feet as Warren kneels to pick up the discarded papers. “Preston is taking her to court for full custody.”  

Of course the son of a bitch waited to have it delivered on her birthday. 
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Chapter Four
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Faye 

“I assume you got my paperwork?” 

I exhale. He was probably waiting by the phone for the fallout he knew he caused. Sitting on the side of my bed, I rest my head against the headboard. James sits beside me, holding my hand as I fight to keep my voice neutral. He gets off on reactions. The best thing I can do for negotiations is to not give him a response. 

“Why are you doing this, Preston? I was willing to work out a fair, partial custody agreement. We could split things between us equally.” 

“Why? So, you and the dog doctor can raise my daughter? No.” 

“This has nothing to do with him.” 

“Doesn’t it? You’ve changed since you got together.” 

I grip the phone harder. Lashing out will only make this worse. “Do you really want to go to court?” 

“No. Which is why I’m giving you a choice.” 

“What?” My stomach aches. I know where he’s going. 

“End things with the pretty boy Brit, and this can all go away.” 

“What the hell, Preston?” 

“Those are my terms.” 

“No.” 

“Then, I’ll see you in court. Though I would ask yourself what court would choose you over me when I can hire a slew of nannies, place her in private school, and give her the best of everything? You don’t even have a house. You rent a condo.” 

His words feel like nails in a coffin. I don’t even know how I’d scrape together enough to hire a lawyer. 

“Think about what’s most important to you.” He disconnects. 

And just like that, he’s back in control of everything. 

“What did he say?” 

I shake my head, unable to repeat it. “I need some time, James.” 

“No. Don’t let him place a wedge between us.” 

“I have a lot to think about. Please.” Closing my eyes, I massage my temples. 

“Okay. Shhh.” He places light kisses all over my face. “Don’t stress.” He massages my scalp, and I lean into him. “We don’t have to talk about it, but I’m not leaving you after getting news like that.” 

Why does he have to be so damn perfect? Men like James don’t come around every day. He’s the kind of father I’d want for Flora. The thought of continuing this pregnancy without him literally makes me ill. But none of that matters if I lose Flora. Does the fact that I’m thinking about this make me a shit mother? Children always come first. I grip him tightly. I need one more night to say good-bye to the man who’s become my heart. Pulling away, I nip at his bottom lip. 

“Make me forget, James. Just for tonight.” 

“Sweetheart, I’m not sure that’s a good—”

“I’m ready. I want to be connected with you.” 

He cups my face. “Faye.” 

“It’s my birthday. This is what I want as my present.”

“Low blow.” 

I smile up at him and poke out my bottom lip. 

“Okay, that’s it.” He tickles my sides lightly, and I laugh. A night of joy and total completion before the happiness I’ve built is destroyed. I shove my baggage in the attic of my brain and fully immerse myself in the present. Kissing my forehead, he leans back. “Better?” 

“With you, it always is, James.” 

“You don’t have to lay it on so thick, sweetheart. You’re already getting into my pants.” He winks.  

“I wish I was more mobile,” I whisper. 

He nuzzles my neck. “I like it when my woman rides me.” 

I climb into his lap and hook my arms around his neck, falling into the dark green gemstones he calls eyes. The adoration and desire are there for all to see. I love how open and honest he’s been with me. I run my hands through his thick hair and squeeze my thighs together as I grind against him. He grunts his appreciation and grasps my hips, rocking upward. Sparks sizzle their way up my body. 

“Come here.” I bend down, and he captures my lips in a bruising kiss. We kiss, teeth clashing and lips swelling, pausing to suck in air as we make love with our mouths. I feel like my soul is about to leave my body as all the emotions I’ve developed spill over into our mouth mating. We shed our clothes, baring our bodies like we are our souls. I’m wet and throbbing as he lays on his backs, and I grip his base. Our eyes lock as his wet tip pierces my core. I slowly ease down. 

“You’re so big,” I moan as he works deeper, inch by inch. Pressing my palms flat on his chest, I grip him with my thighs and lower myself farther. 

“Let me in, sweetheart. Relax, and let me fill you up. That’s it.”  

I gasp as he pushes as deep as he can get. I can feel him pulsing inside of me like a heartbeat. I flex, and he groans. 

“Are you ready for more, sweetheart?” 

“Yes,” I rasp. 

He thrusts up, and I cry out, taking everything he has to give. We move together, finding a steady rhythm. He changes me, chasing away the darkness as he fills the empty spot inside of me with blazing light. I let go as we come together, skin slapping, bodies writhing. He hits the spot inside of me that makes me see stars. I clamp down around me. 

“That’s it.” 

Picking up the pace, we race toward completion. My head spins, and my body tingles as the coil inside of me snaps, and I cry out, shaking as I convulse around him. He pumps a few more times before he explodes, flooding me with his heat. I slump onto his chest, spent, complete, and already mourning his loss. Rolling us onto our side, he strokes my hair, kissing me softly. His eyes are the last thing I see as I drift off to sleep, mindful of the fact that I’m lying to myself. Giving him up won’t be simple or easy. 
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“I KNOW YOU’RE NOT UP for a lot of walking outside of work, but I found something you’d enjoy that we could do sitting down.” 

I smile at James over the console of his car. Today’s my day off, and we’re actually venturing out into the world for a date. Lately, we’d spent the snowy days bundled up in front of a fire, but with my pregnancy nearing its end, these would be the last few times we had alone. 

“Why are you so good to me?” 

“Because you deserve it.” He lifts my hand up and kisses it.

It’s been two weeks since the papers were dropped off at my home. We’ve poured over lawyers, calculating fees, and researching reputations. He doesn’t need to tell me it’ll destroy my nest egg. But the other choice is the last resort. My stomach sours at the thought of ending things with the man helping me mend my heart and relearn how to trust the opposite sex. 

“Is this a surprise, or are you going to give me details?” 

“It’s The Clay Bakers. I thought we could paint something for Flora.” 

“I’d love that.” Sitting up straight, I place my hands on the small of my back and rub. It won’t be too long before I start maternity leave. Nursing could be a sport with all the steps, and heavy lifting required. Doing it off balance and carrying weight is even more difficult. 

“You feeling okay?” 

“Yep, just the usual back pain.” 

“I’ll rub you down when we’re done.” His hands have been a magical pain reliever. Sitting on the couch while he worked the kinks out of my back and massaged my feet has become a new form of foreplay. 

“You keep spoiling me like this, and I won’t let you leave the house.” 

“I’d be okay with that.” His voice deepens, and I lean across the car to squeeze his thigh. 

“I bet you would.” 

“Don’t tease, or we won’t make it to the shop.” 

“Promises.” I remove my hand, knowing he means every word. I never thought I’d enjoy sex this far along in my pregnancy. Things with Preston were never so sensual. James took his time and made sure I got mine first. I understood now what it meant to be cherished. 

“It’s so cute.” The white brick building has two large display buildings and a green sign with a ceramic cup full of art tools. Brightly colored plates line the windows. I fight the urge to press my face to the glass as I climb down and walk forward. The light coral colored paint around the window is highlighted by white trim that reminds me of the beach. Black wrought iron tables and chairs sit outside. 

“This would be a perfect place to sit during warm weather.” 

“I’ll have to bring both of my girls back then.” 

His girls. I’d always resisted any sort of claim with Preston. I wanted to make things even down the board. James didn’t wake that desire in me. It was the man, not the money, that made the difference. Owning his office, he made more than I could ever hope to, even with overtime. But there was no sense of inequality or being lorded over. Preston was my first serious relationship. There were a lot of things I hadn’t known to look out for. 

We step inside and find ourselves a table. A petite redhead with freckles greets us. 

“Hi, I’m Poppy, and I’ll be helping you. We usually have everyone start off by picking their piece to paint and the colors. Just write down your numbers, and I’ll check back to get you started.” 

“Thanks, Poppy,” James says. Her cheeks pinken. 

I duck my head to hide my smile. Girl, I get it. 

“Look at that flower bank. It’ll go good with our theme.” We decorated the walls in Flora’s room with a garden theme. The walls were vinyl stickered with vines, flowers, and cute animals. James said it reminded him of an English garden. We’d left a space for her first and middle name. Once I chose it. 

“That’d be really cute.” 

“If you’re making something for the baby, you might consider decorating a platter you can add their foot and handprint to later.” 

“That’s such a sweet idea.” 

“Plate it is,” James says with a chuckle. 

“No, you can do what you want to.” 

“I’d rather work on one piece with you for Flora.” His voice grows soft, and he gets the gentle expression I’ve come to adore. 

Could he come to love her like she was his own? Would we be given that chance to find out? 

“Let’s do it.” 

Choosing shades of yellows, greens, and a bit of pink, we use stencils to wind vines around the plate’s edges before going back in to add flowers for pops of color. 

“Should we do her name in sage green?” James asks. 

“Yes. I’ll let you choose the lettering stencil.” 

The painting is therapeutic, and my back thanks me for sitting. Flora lounges on my bladder once more. “You handle the name. I need to visit the little lady’s room.” 

“At least she waited until after we were done.” 

“You always take her side.” I pout, and he chuckles. 

“I’m Switzerland. I don’t take sides.” 

After making my way to the restroom in the back of the building, I do my business and wash my hands. My purse vibrates. Drying my hands, I lift the phone, expecting it to be Warren. 

Preston: Tick tock. I see you haven’t taken me seriously. I’m in town and willing to talk ... for now. 

He’s not going to let this go. Ignoring him has done nothing. 

Preston: Maybe you need a little motivation. 

The phone chimes. A document link flashes on the screen. I double-tap, and the blood drains from my face at the list of cons his lawyer has made about me. My stomach cramps with each line. My home situation, the daycare I’d be forced to use, and my inability to properly split custody from Maryland. The suggestion that I relocate jars me. Can he get away with this? Past experience says yes. The best I can do now is damage control.

Faye: When and where? 

The words are a betrayal to the man who deserves so much more. I return to the table. 

“What happened?” James asked, instantly picking up on my new mood. 

“Can we go home?” 

“Of course. I’m all done here. Let me check out.” 

I nod, glancing down at the hands in my lap. How can I do this? The ride home is quiet as I try to absorb every second I have left with him.

“Are you ready to tell me what happened back there?” he asks as we walk up to my front door. 

I unlock the door and step inside, turning to face him. 

“James.” I study the face of the man who’s become my best friend and brace myself for the pain. I turn to him.

“Don’t.” He shakes his head.

“I have no other choice.” 

“There is always a choice, Faye.” He cups my cheek with his right hand. “I know how much you love Flora. You made it clear from the start that she comes first. All I’m asking from you is time.” 

“I’ve run out of that. He texted me a portion of his lawyer’s argument for full custody, and it doesn’t look good.” 

“Then, we fight.” 

“He said he’d negotiate. It’s a better option.” 

His jaw tenses and he let his hand drop. “I promised you I wouldn’t leave you to do this alone, and I meant it. Don’t make me a liar.” 

My eyes well, and I choke on a sob. “James.” 

“He can’t win what isn’t his.” He balls his hands into fists. “You and Flora are my girls.” 

“It’s not that simple.” I cover his hands with my mine.

“Let him think we’re giving him what he wants if you must, but don’t give up hope just yet. I’ll go for now. But only for now.” He kisses me softly and steps away. 

I watch him leave, holding it together until the door click shuts. Shoving my fist into my mouth, I rock back and forth. With one phone call, he’s wrecked my support system and shredded my heart anew. How can I allow this to continue? What can I do to win when he’s set to win? James sounded like he had a plan. I dash away my tears. Being upset isn’t good for Flora, and I have a shift later tonight. Work has always been my savior. A safe haven to escape in and help others. Even when I feel like I can’t do the same for myself. 

***
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JAMES 

“Is Faye okay?” Warren’s worried voice comes on the line. 

“Yes and no. Faye and Flora are doing okay, but I just left her condo. Preston is up to something. She tried to break up with me over one of his threats.” 

“Jesus Christ. Do you know what?” 

“I didn’t see the text, but she mentioned him saying he’d negotiate about full custody.” 

“Provided she leaves you?” Warren says. 

“Yeah. I’m done playing games with him. I’ve been thinking about this since he first served her papers. I have a plan.” 

“Let’s hear it, Bailey.” 

“I’m not sure how it’ll affect everyone.” 

“As long as he leaves my sister alone, I don’t care.” 

“Be sure. ’Cause it involves your parents.” 

Warren sighs. “I meant what I said earlier.” 

“Okay. Can we meet up somewhere?” 

“Yeah. I was just leaving my office. I can head over to your place.” 

“I never told you where I live.” 

“You’re dating my pregnant little sister.” He hangs up as if his words were an explanation. 

I need to make sure I stay on his good side. Even if she hates me after everything is said and done, she’ll be free of Preston. It’ll be worth it. Set on my course, I make it home and gather my evidence. 

I let Warren in. 

“I hope what you have is good.” 

“Once your parents see this, I think they’ll change their tune.” I hold up a CD. 

“What is it?” Warren asks. 

“A tape of the incident at the drugstore where I first met Preston and Faye.” 

He frowns. “What do you mean? You said you found her dog.” 

“I did. But this happened before then. Faye never told you because she was embarrassed.” 

Warren’s eyes darken. “I’m not going to like this, am I?” 

“No,” I answer, honestly. “But I want to show you all together. Can you arrange that?” 

“I’m on it.” Pulling his phone out of his pocket, he walks away. “Hey, Mom. Can I come to your house? We need to talk. It’s about Faye. ... No. She’s not okay. The baby is fine. This is about her and Preston. ... Yes, I know how you feel about the situation, but there are some things you need to see. ... Okay, I’ll be bringing a friend.” He glances over at me. “Yeah, twenty minutes.” 

I swallow as my palm sweats. I wipe my hands on my pants. No time to second guess myself. This wasn’t the way I wanted to meet her parents for the first time but it can’t be helped. This is for my girl’s future happiness. 

Twenty minutes later, we’re pulling up in front of a ranch home with garden beds in front of it. A tire swing hangs from a branch of a thick tree. I smile, imagining a young Faye in it, her dark hair flying behind her as she pumps her legs. Seeing this side of her helps fill in some gaps. Humbling beginnings gave her parents a very definitive opinion on what being taken care of meant for their daughter. I can see the wear and love poured into the house. The roof has been patched multiple times. Cracks line the sidewalk leading up to the house, and the driveway’s blacktop is past due for a repave. 

Warren parks his car. “I know this makes my parents look bad, but they were great growing up. They worked multiple jobs to provide us with everything we needed and stayed engaged in our school and personal interests. After growing up poor themselves, they drilled the importance of school and saving. Preston was every dream they had for Faye come true.” Warren shakes his head. 

“You don’t have to explain it to me. Preston looks good from the outside. And he’s careful not to let that façade slip.” I tap the DVD case on my dashboard. “This will change that.” 

“I’m going to want to put his head through a wall, aren’t I?” Warren mumbles. 

“I already do. So, you’ll have to get in line.” 

Warren nods his head. “I wasn’t sure about you at first. It seemed questionable a man that attracted to a woman pregnant with someone else’s baby. But you stepped up and made her happy. You take care of her without stifling her spirit or independence. I respect that.” 

“Thanks?” 

“Don’t let her push you away. She’s running scared.” 

“Look, I know this is soon, but I love her and Flora. I’m not giving them up without one hell of a fight.” 

“Good. I’d like to see my niece have the kind of father she deserves.” 

I blink as my throat threatens to close. Unable to speak around the lump, I nod. Clearing my throat, I follow him up the walk into the house. 

“Mom, Dad,” Warren calls out as we enter the living room. 

“Warren. Who’s your friend?” 

The petite woman with streaks of gray hair woven into her dark bob steps toward us from the hallway. 

“This is Faye’s new boyfriend, James.” 

“What?” Her father walks in, a mountain of a man at six-foot-three with a fade just starting to gray around the edges. 

“They’ve been seeing each other for a few months now. Which you’d know if you weren’t too busy being stubborn.” 

“I don’t understand.” Their mother glances from me to Warren. 

“I’m sorry that we’re meeting under these circumstances, Mr. and Mrs. Ferguson, but I love your daughter and her baby. I want nothing but the best for them, and Preston is anything but that. I have proof here of why. If you’d allow me ten minutes of your time, I’ll show you.” 

Her father frowns. 

“Dad, I trust him,” Warren says. 

“You knew about this the entire time? Her and this man?” 

“His name is James Bailey, and yes. He’s been here helping her through her pregnancy while Preston jet sets in California and causes her unnecessary stress.” 

“He just wants his family together,” his mother whispers. 

“No, he wants to control Faye,” I answer. 

Her father eyes me distrustfully. “Those are powerful accusations.” 

“Just sit down and let him present his case,” Warren says. 

“Better be worth it.” Her father sinks down onto the worn, beige couch, and his mother follows suit. My hands tremble slightly as I place the DVD into the system, and Warren cues the TV up. 

“This won’t be easy to watch.” I turn away as the surveillance begins to play. 

Preston steps into her personal space and raises his voice, and her mother gasps. He grabs her wrist, jerking her around, and her father swears. “I should go get my pistol. That boy is crazy, putting his hands on my daughter.” The words are music to my ears because it means I have an ally. 

“Thank you for stepping in. I can’t believe he’d do that.” 

“If he’s that bold in public, I can’t imagine what he’s like in private,” her father mumbles. His nostrils flare. 

“What he’s trying to do now is take Faye to court for full custody,” I tell them. 

“Unless she leaves James.” 

“His sticking point is the fact that he makes more money and can afford to have a nanny instead of daycare.” 

“I’ll be more than happy to watch the baby,” her mother says. 

“Mrs. Ferguson, I was hoping you’d say that.” 

Mr. Ferguson bows his head. “I’m ashamed of the way we acted. We just didn’t want her to go through what we did.” 

“You need to tell her that yourself, sir,” I say. 

“I will.” He nods. 

“Tell us what you want us to do, son. You seem like you’ve already got this figured out, and we owe our daughter.”

I smile and begin to lay everything out. 

*** 
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“DR. BAILEY.” 

I glance up from the paperwork on my desk. 

“There’s someone out there who insists on seeing you.” 

“Is something wrong?” 

“No, they had their dog in for a regular check-up, and when we were done, they requested you.” 

“Don’t worry about it Carole. Sometimes people just like to see the man who they’re familiar with. Dr. Parsons didn’t have any issues with him, did she?” 

“No, she said it was textbook perfect.” 

I smile. “I’ll be out to speak with them shortly.” 

“Thank you.” 

Lowering my head, I inhale and release the breath slowly. I don’t have my usual enthusiasm for work lately. I haven’t seen or talked to Faye in over a week, and the wait for Warren to set things up has been torture. I start to drive to her home and turn away at the last minute at least once a day. I want to know if her back is hurting, what she’s craving now, and how much Flora has grown. Sleep eludes me until exhaustion takes me out. Rolling my shoulders, I put on my business face and walk up the hall to the entrance. 

I freeze at the sight of Preston holding Monty in his arms. 

“Well, hello, Dr. Bailey.” Preston smiles so wide I’m shocked his jaw doesn’t break. 

I grit my teeth. He has some fucking nerve showing up here. 

“Did you know he found my Monty when he ran away during Christmas?” Preston purrs, playing the part of grateful owner. 

“You never told us about this,” Jen says. 

I shrug. “I was just helping out a four-legged friend.” 

“You’re a hero.” 

“So modest, Doc. Take some credit.” 

“I’m glad to see Monty is doing well. 

“The whole family is.” 

The fake smile freezes on my face as I fight the urge to pull him across the front desk and beat him senseless. Monty yips and struggles to get free. 

“It looks like he remembers his rescuer.” Jen laughs. 

Preston smiles thinly. “Looks so.” 

“Hey, buddy.” I scratch him behind the ear. “You’re a good boy, aren’t you?” 

“Why don’t you walk us out, for old time’s sake.” 

I tense, unsure if he’s warning me away or rubbing things in. 

“Sure. Are you ladies okay here?” 

“Of course. Put the sweet thing out of his misery. He’s ready to jump out of his skin to get to you,” Carole insists. 

I step from behind the counter and follow Preston. 

“You know it’s a matter of time until she agrees to relocate to California. You put up a good fight, but my girl is smart. She knows what’s good for her and the baby.” 

“Does she?” I arch my brow and smile. The bastard has no clue what’s coming. 

“Of course.” 

“And that’s you?” 

“Obviously.” He rolls his eyes. 

“I think you actually believe that.” I shake my head, disgusted. 

“It’s the truth.” 

“Why? Because you have money? You think your bank account is going to make you Father of the Year?” Preston blinks dumbly. I press on. “How are you going to help her grow up and be the best version of herself? Emotionally, how will you provide? You’re bullying your way into getting what you want with Faye. Is that how you plan to control Flora? Because kids tend to rebel against that sort of thing.” 

“Don’t try to twist the situation.” He sneers, hitting the alarm on his black luxury rental. 

“The picture isn’t so pretty when you look in the mirror and see what’s really there, hmm?” 

“And you’d know all about parenting why? Is there an ex-wife and children in the wings? Is that why you’re trying so hard to play Daddy to mine? To make up for past mistakes?” 

My temper flares. I hold Monty out. “You should go.”

“Ahhh. I struck a chord.” He smirks. “I wonder if she’d see you as her hero once she knew that.”

“Good-bye, Preston.” 

“I came here to tell you to stay away from Faye. She’s not yours to take.” 

“The way I remember it, she’s not yours either. “

“Yettt.” Preston draws out the t. 

“Keep telling yourself that.” He takes Monty, and I step back. “Bullies always meet their match eventually and find themselves alone. Because fear only gets you so far.” 

“Are you threatening me?” he barks. 

“I’m making you aware of how the world works. Free of charge.”

“Faye is mine. You can’t have her or my child. I’ll make her life a living hell before I let that happen.”  

I spin on my heels and walk away, ignoring his shouted insults. His time is coming. I won’t jeopardize everything we’ve worked so hard to set up to make myself feel good.
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Chapter Five
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Faye

This must be hell. I sit on the couch beside my mother and father as Preston charms them with talk about California. How lovely the weather is, and how much he thinks I’ll enjoy it. He canceled the lawsuit, but I know he’ll push for more. I need to figure out a way to get back from under his thumb. But first, I have to give birth. Sadness sweeps over me. My coach is gone, and I’m alone again most days. Except for the one person I don’t want to see. He’s here nearly every other week, asserting some misplaced dominance, like an overgrown dog pissing on things. The sound of the lock in the door is a relief. Warren is here. He walks in, and a second later, James follows. My jaw drops. 

“What is he doing here?” Preston jumps up. 

“Boy, sit your ass down,” my father booms. 

Preston flinches. 

“Now,” Warren growls. 

“We have something we want to show you,” James says with a smile. 

I drink in the sight of him. My heart speeds up, and Flora goes crazy. I’m not the only one who missed him. 

“What is this? Why is he here, Jason?” he asks my father. 

“That’ll be Mr. Ferguson from now on.” Dad turns on the television and presses play. 

“Oh, God.” I immediately recognize the drug store. 

Preston pales and sinks down onto the couch heavily. 

“I wonder what the courts would think of this tape. Or the interviews of the customers who were literally afraid for Faye.” 

“This is one instance.” 

“Did I mention I have cameras taping outside the front of my office?” 

I turn to Preston, furious. “You went to his job?”

“I wanted to let him know,” Preston mumbles. 

“Let him know what?” I scream. 

“That you’re his,” James says. 

I shove Preston. “I belong to myself.” 

“I don’t think any lawyer in their right mind would grant a misogynistic, raving lunatic full custody, do you?” Warren asks from where he’s leaning against the wall. 

“Probably not even partial.” James shakes his head. “That’d be too bad.”

“What do you want? Money?” 

“No. I want you to leave my sister alone. You will see Flora on her terms, and if you ever try to blackmail her into anything again, this will go viral.” 

“N-No. We don’t have to let things come to that.” He shakes his head. “You’re not worth it.” 

My hand is moving before I can think. His head snaps back. “Fuck you, Preston.” 

Suddenly, James is between us. “Time for you to leave.” 

Warren tugs him onto his feet and ushers him out. My mind spins as I take in the turn of events. 

“Breathe, baby. It’s okay. He’s gone.” 

“James,” I whisper. 

“I’m right here, love.” 

I bury my face into his neck, inhaling his scent, and enjoying his warmth. 

“We’re so sorry, pumpkin. We had no clue what he was like.” 

“But you knew what he did to me.” I turn as James supports me. “And that should’ve been enough. I know you guys worked hard to support us, but we were happy. We had a good childhood, and if that’s what Flora has, she’ll be blessed.” I grab my mother’s hands in mine. “Stop thinking you let us down when we were kids. Because you didn’t.” 

“No, but we did now, and as much as I’d like to take that back, I can’t. Neither of us can,” Dad says softly. “I think it’s time we accept the fact that our baby girl is all grown up and fully capable of making her own choices. We support you and your choices, baby. We want to watch Flora for you while you work. We’re retired and ready to put our time toward something worthwhile.” 

“Dad, I couldn’t do that. You just retired last year.”

“And he’s already going crazy in this house.” 

“What she’s not saying is I’m driving her crazy, too,” Dad says sheepishly. 

I laugh, relieved to have them back in my corner. I won’t pretend their snubbing didn’t hurt, but they’re here now, and they’ve apologized. I need everyone in my corner. 

“You did this for me?” I whisper shakily to James. 

“There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for my girls.” 

“I think we should let these two talk a bit,” Mom says as the room clears out. 

“James, I am so sorry.” 

He rests a finger over my lips. “You were doing what you felt you had to for Flora. But what I need you to know is that I love you, Faye. I can’t say what the future will hold dealing with Preston, but we’ll face it together.” 

“I love you, too, James. I really do, even if it terrifies me.” 

“If you trust me with your heat, I will never make sure you regret it. Things can’t always be perfect, but I know we can make this work.” 

“I do, too.” 

He places a chaste kiss on my lips. I pout. 

“I don’t want your parents to catch us necking like a pair of horny teenagers.” 

“It’s okay, James, you’re not the one who knocked up their little girl out of wedlock,” I tease. 

“Girls with naughty mouths get spanked.” 

“Please do.”

He throws his head back and laughs, and I know things are going to be okay. I place his hand over my belly, and he grins. “She’s moving around.” 

“Both your girls missed you, James.” 

“They won’t have to again.” 

It’s a promise I trust in. 

“Should we tell them it's okay to come back in?” he whispers. 

“No. Let’s enjoy the silence before they put you through the paces.” 

He laughs. “You know I’ve already been over here and met them before, right?” 

“What?” I snuggle up to him. “Tell me everything.” My love grows as he recalls the way he stood up for me and won over my parents, bringing them in on the overthrow of the tyrant I’d almost been oppressed by. I didn’t lie when I said I wouldn’t keep Flora from him, but he will see her on my terms and with supervision. My life is my own again, and I’m choosing to spend it with the man willing to fight for me. 
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Epilogue
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James 

I lift my little girl into my arms and toss her high in the air and catch her. She giggles, and I pull her in for a hug.

“She’s getting too big for that,” Faye calls in a sing-song voice as she steps out of the passenger seat.

“What’s Mama talking about? Say that’s not true,” 

“Na true, Mama.” 

“No, you’re True.” Faye sweeps over and playfully tweaks her nose as she giggles. Flora True Ferguson came into the world fifteen months ago with me by her mother’s side and Preston in California, where he remained a majority of the time. While he had no problem sending money, his presence tended to be sporadic. I can’t say either of us minds. 

At three months, she and her mom moved in with me, and now we’re meeting the rest of the family to celebrate our engagement. My family has flown in, eager to meet the tot that’s captured their hearts over the computer. 

We’d opted for a long engagement to make up for the whirlwind romance. Faye tilts her head up for a kiss, and I do the same. 

“Spoiled fiancée.” She kisses my lips, and I smile. 

“Lucky fiancée,” I counter.

“Ditto.” 

I press my forehead against her. 

“I love you, James.” 

“I love you, too, Faye. Ready to meet the British side of your family?”

Laughing, she nods. I wrap my hand around her waist and lead her into the airport. I used to doubt I’d ever have a family. Now I have a woman who owns my heart, a daughter I couldn’t love more if I tried, and plans to expand the Bailey family in the future. I’ve been dreaming about a Christmas baby. After all, when it comes to the holidays, ’tis the season for love when it comes to us. 
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