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Chapter 1

 

 

Allie Dickenson paused at Lucas Taylor’s office door, gulping in a breath and smoothing her hair with nervous hands.

She knocked twice, waiting for his impatient, “Come in!” before slipping inside and shutting the door. He sat behind his desk, his dark head bent to his work, his complete focus on the papers in his hands. Breath held, spine straight, she moved to his desk, her stomach a mass of knots.

“Lucas, I need to talk to you.”

He took another moment to finish scribbling a note, then looked up at her, his gray eyes narrowing. Behind him, the morning sun streaming through the window backlit his large frame, casting his face into shadow. “Talk to me? About what?”

She slid her hands into the side pockets of her full skirt, her fingers clenching into fists. “Something somewhat…personal.”

He just stared, still as a tiger stalking prey. She wished he’d look away. Back to the papers cluttering his desk, out the floor-to-ceiling window that formed the back wall of his office. But of course he didn’t, and Allie had no choice but to meet his hard gaze.

“Personal?” He raised one brow. “As in unrelated to your job?”

“Yes.” The word came out as a near whisper. She swallowed, took another long breath. “And no.”

As he stared at her, the deep well of wishful thinking inside her imagined something in his eyes, something that sent her heart beating faster. Then his mouth tightened with annoyance. “I’m busy, Allie. Can you get to the point?”

The knots in Allie’s stomach froze into a sickening weight. She forced herself to loosen her fingers, ordered her shoulders to relax. Forming the words in her mind, she imagined them marching off her tongue. I need to borrow fifty thousand dollars. 

But they wouldn’t quite come. “This is hard for me to say.”

He waited for her to continue, fingers drumming. Then he picked up a pen, stroked its length with his fingertips. Forbidden thoughts arose in her mind as she followed his unconscious gesture. The brief flash of mental images reminded her of all the reasons asking Lucas for a loan was a bad idea, no matter how desperate she was.

“Is this about your last raise?” he prodded. “You don’t think I’m paying you enough?”

She shook her head. “No, no, it’s not that.”

Since she’d joined TaylorMade Foods two years ago, she’d worked hard and had taken on increasing responsibility. But her last employee review had overwhelmed her with its glowing accolades and unexpectedly high merit raise. Once the problems with her father started, though, she was glad for every penny.

“I’m probably one of the best paid executive assistants in Sacramento County.” She mustered a smile and his gaze sharpened on her in a way that sent heat curling inside her. In spite of herself, she looked away briefly, then back at him. “But I’ve had some problems recently.”

Her hands had scrunched back into fists, and she pressed them against her thighs. Despite the fullness of her skirt, his gaze flicked down to her hips before he dragged it back up to her face. 

There was a message in his gray eyes, in the sharp line of his jaw. That message reached inside her, teased her to translate it. 

Never mind he was her superior, fourteen years older than her twenty-six years. That any personal relationship between them would be completely inappropriate. Her out-of-control imagination didn’t care.

A stunning thought flashed into her mind. Maybe these ridiculous feelings weren’t one-sided. Maybe Lucas felt the same way. Maybe—

When he spoke, it took her a moment to understand the quiet words. “Allie, are you in trouble?”

She flushed, all at once mortified and relieved. Thank God he couldn’t read her mind. “No,” she assured him. “It isn’t that at all. It’s just—”

His desk phone jangled, forwarded from her own phone. She took a step toward his desk, reflexively reaching for the receiver.

Lucas put up a hand to stop her. “I’ll get it.” He lifted the receiver. “Lucas Taylor.”

He listened a moment, then glanced up at her. “I’ll have to get back to you, John. Give me two minutes.” Hanging up the phone, he said to Allie, “Can we finish our conversation later?”

Even as she felt relief at the reprieve, she worried that waiting would only make the words harder to say. She nodded. “Let me know when you have time.”

“You know my schedule better than I do. When do I have time?”

She squelched her irritation at his abrupt tone. She thought she’d learned not to react to his arrogance. It must be her unease about their conversation that had her off-balance.

“You have an hour after lunch.”

“We’ll talk about this then.” His gaze lowered to his papers. When she hesitated, he looked up again. “Anything else?”

She shook her head. “No, nothing.” She quickly turned on her heel and let herself out of his office, shutting the door behind her.

Crossing to her desk with two long strides, she sank into her chair. Her hands covering her face, she wondered which was the biggest mess, her father’s crisis or the impossible situation with her boss.

What had started as a dimly remembered erotic dream had quickly flowered into a series of daytime fantasies that she couldn’t seem to stop. She’d allowed the fantasies at first because they distracted her from her loneliness. 

But her daydreams had recently taken on a life of their own, until the sexual images had morphed into decidedly unwanted emotions. Feelings for a man she truly didn’t know, who she sometimes didn’t even like.

She dropped her hands from her face and glanced back at the door to Lucas’s office. Considering the craziness of her feelings for him, she’d nearly talked herself out of asking him for the loan. 

But where else could she go? She didn’t have an asset to her name worth borrowing against. Her brother and sister were both struggling to support their own families. 

If they knew their father’s money was all gone, they would help her in a heartbeat. But they didn’t know, and she planned to keep it that way.

Agitated, she went to the break room and pulled out a bag of veggie scraps. She needed a break from the emotions churning inside her. Some time outside would give her a chance to regain a bit of calm.

Setting her desk phone to ring through to Lucas’s office, she hurried to the elevators and escape.

* * * *

Lucas stared down at his telephone, his finger hovering above the keypad. The urgency of his business with his attorney, John Evans, had faded into the background the moment Allie had appeared in his office. 

A matter of increasing urgency, one he’d become obsessed with, had been bumped to second place just by her presence. Hell, he had completely forgotten he’d asked John to call him this morning.

All because of Allie. Allie, who had become invaluable to him in the last two years. Allie, who had single-handedly brought order to his hectic schedule and the extensive travel his work demanded.

Allie, who in the last several months had intruded on nearly every waking thought, including some too intimate to be appropriate.

He knew it wasn’t right. It was disrespectful to her as his employee. Not to mention he was one inadvertent touch away from sexual harassment, a charge he would thoroughly deserve.

Yet sometimes it was all he could do to keep himself from reaching out to her. To feel the softness of her hair, the smoothness of her cheek. To see if holding her could drive away his constant pain.

Shoving back his chair, he rose and turned to gaze out the window. Five stories below, the campus of TaylorMade Foods stretched out before him. 

The king of all I survey, Lucas thought darkly.

Black and valley oaks dotted the Northern California landscape, sharing space with manzanita and scrub pine. Late-summer heat shimmered off the concrete pathways, but the landscaping between the buildings glowed a verdant green thanks to a reclaimed water system. At the center of the three five-story structures, like the hub of a three-spoke wheel, a pond glimmered in the midmorning sunlight.

As he watched, a solitary swan skimmed across the surface of the pond. It was all his—the pond, the swan and its mate hiding somewhere in the reeds, the buildings of wood and stone and glass, the TaylorMade corporation. He’d worked hard for all of it, yet the sight of all that neatly landscaped beauty filled him with an edgy dissatisfaction.

Feeling a heaviness inside him, he turned back to the phone and stabbed out his attorney’s number. When John answered, Lucas didn’t waste time with preliminaries. “Sorry. What did you find out?”

John had known him too long to be put off by his brusqueness. “The county adoption agency said you’d be highly unlikely to be considered for an infant, not when they have so many married couples who have been waiting for years.”

He’d expected as much, but still the news twisted his insides. He fixed his gaze on the swan below, watching its passage. He wished he had a tenth of the serenity of the graceful white bird. “What about private adoption agencies?”

His attorney let out a sigh before he answered. “It’ll likely be the same story there.”

As the swan’s mate emerged from the thick cluster of reeds at the pond’s edge, Lucas caught sight of someone striding across the lawn toward the water. Allie. “Are you telling me it’s impossible?”

“I told you at the outset this wouldn’t be easy. The agencies give top priority to married couples.”

As if she were right beside him instead of a hundred yards away on the lawn below, Lucas felt an unsettling longing inside. With an effort, he returned his attention to the conversation with his attorney. “I doubt many parents could give a child what I can.”

John hesitated, as if choosing his words carefully. “I agree. Materially anyway.”

Lucas heard the unspoken message, the one the usually straightforward John had danced around since Lucas had first announced his intention to adopt. With his wealth, Lucas could give a child anything he or she might desire. As for what the child might need, that was a different story.

He watched Allie reach into the plastic bag she’d brought with her and toss something out onto the pond toward the swans. Scraps of lettuce and other leafy vegetables.

The grace of her every movement drew him, set off an ache inside. “What about that attorney friend of yours?”

“The teenage girl he represents already found placement for her baby. With a young couple.”

The swans approached the grassy shore in tandem, gobbling up the treats as they swam. Allie reached precariously out over the water to drop more food for the birds, then straightened to empty the last of the bag. Lucas took too much damn pleasure in watching her. She was as lithe as the swans she fed.

He turned resolutely away from the window. “You said he came in contact with a number of unwed teenage mothers.”

“He does,” John said slowly. “Look, I know I’ve mentioned this before, and you’ve dismissed it outright—”

“No,” Lucas said, knowing where John was leading.

He continued doggedly, “But you really ought to consider a more conventional—”

“No.”

“Just because your marriage with Carol didn’t work out—”

“No. I won’t marry.”

There was a long silence as John seemed to digest his flat refusal. “Then forget about adopting. You’re a single forty year old man.”

“Is it a matter of money?” He couldn’t help himself. He turned back to the window. But Allie had gone, no doubt back into the building. The swans drifted together across the pond. “Would greasing the wheels speed the process?”

“There aren’t any wheels to grease. Hell, you can’t buy a child.”

Self-recrimination settled inside him, sharp and bitter. What the hell was he thinking?

This was exactly what he had feared about himself. That despite good intentions, what was most crucial for a child was beyond his capacity to provide. “John, I’ve got to go. Get back to that attorney friend and get another referral.”

“If you’ll think about my suggestion.”

He wouldn’t, but no point in telling John that. “Call me later in the week.”

Hanging up the phone, he tugged open the middle desk drawer and pulled out the bottle of antacids. He tossed three into his mouth. 

He’d been downing too many of them, a point his doctor had made at his last checkup a couple months ago. His doctor had told him to relax, to slow down, as if that would cure what was eating away at him.

Women and their damn biological clocks didn’t have anything on his own urgency for a child. Everything he’d worked for in the last twenty years, every goal had narrowed down to a single purpose. 

He had amassed a fortune, more money than a man could spend in his lifetime, and everything in him insisted he pass it on to someone. A knot twisted inside him. He had no one. He had to give his wealth to a child, a child of his own.

He didn’t completely understand his own motives. As a boy, he’d dreamed of being rich. He’d longed for something as simple as a home of his own. It had dominated his thoughts during the long years in foster care. If he could save even one boy or girl from a life like his, it might begin to make up for those years of deprivation.

Or at least that was what he told himself.

He never would have let Carol go if he’d felt the urgency for a son or daughter so strongly seven years ago. He would have found a way for them to stay together. 

Never mind that there was no love lost between them by the time their marriage ended. He would have kept her with him somehow. He might have even had the child with her she’d so desperately wanted. If only he’d realized back then how important it would be to him now.

But just as well they’d never had a child. That would have been cruel, considering how their marriage had ended.

He pressed his palm against the wall of glass behind his desk. The swan and her mate had disappeared back into the reeds. The breathless stillness of late summer left the man-made pond surface mirror-smooth, forming a near-perfect oval. 

That was his life, a construction of perfection, from the neatly manicured lawns of the TaylorMade campus to the sleek barren lines of his home on ten secluded acres outside the small town of Redemption Hill. From the artwork lining the walls of his home to the acres of tastefully decorated office space, he lived a perfect life.

If only his soul weren’t so damned empty.

He checked the time on his slim gold Rolex. He had a meeting scheduled in ten minutes with research and development in one of the other buildings. Then there was a lunchtime interview for a Director of IT position opening up soon. Then, finally, he could return to his office and resume his conversation with Allie.

Although talk was the last thing he wanted to do with her. He wanted her in his arms, wanted to bury his face in the silk of her hair and inhale her beguiling scent.

Good God, what the hell was he thinking? He slammed his chair into the well of his desk. Gathered up the papers scattered across the desk and stuffed them into his briefcase.

Allie wasn’t at her desk, thank God for that. Lord only knew what she might see in his face with images of her still dancing in his head. He headed for the elevators and slapped the down button.

When the elevator door opened, he wasn’t prepared for the sight of Allie inside, head bent down, arms crossed over her middle. When she looked up at him, the impact of the visual contact felt as physical as a punch to the gut. 

His hungry gaze took in the picture she made—her wary green eyes, the silky dark hair brushing her shoulders, the contrast of her pale arms to the copper-colored shell top she wore. Her flowered skirt reached nearly to her ankles, but somehow his imagination made it more provocative than the shortest of minis.

The door started to close, and he reached out a hand to stop it. She looked away as color rose in her cheeks. 

She moved past him out of the elevator. “Sorry.” Her low voice set off new flares inside him.

Keeping a hand on the elevator door, he stepped inside. “I’ll be over in R and D.”

She seemed to want to look anywhere but at him. Good God, had she somehow picked up on his ridiculous middle-aged fantasies? That would be a disaster. At the least she’d want to transfer into another department. At the worst she might leave TaylorMade entirely, take a position at another firm.

The elevator buzzed, cutting into his thoughts. He wished she’d look at him, so he could try to read what might be on her mind. 

The elevator buzzed again. “See you after lunch.” 

Just before the door shut, she did look up at him. Damned if he could interpret what he’d seen in that brief glimpse of her green gaze.

As he rode the elevator down, his stomach roiled with an unfamiliar anxiety. The sudden fear that Allie might leave, that his own lack of control might drive her away dug its claws into him. When he should have been planning for the meeting ahead of him, his mind wouldn’t leave that fear alone.

Was that what she’d come to talk to him about this morning? That she planned to leave the company? Despite his every effort to keep them hidden, had she somehow sensed his feelings for her?

Lord, no wonder she’d seemed so skittish. She was probably afraid he’d make a play for her at any moment.

He was such a damned idiot. He crossed the downstairs lobby, then gave the glass exit door a savage push. On his way to the next building, he ran over and over every nuance of what Allie had said and hadn’t said this morning.

Snatches of his conversation with John interwove themselves in his mind with images of Allie, and a preposterous idea floated into his consciousness. He didn’t allow himself even a moment’s consideration before abandoning the notion. Instead he concentrated on the points he would use to counter Allie’s intent to leave.

He’d convince her that her impressions were wrong. That what she’d sensed from him had been merely his admiration for her abilities as his executive assistant. Because that was all that really mattered, her value to him as an employee. The rest was just his ill-timed lack of control, a weakness of approaching middle age.

Tugging open the door to the research and development building, he forced his attention back to his scheduled meeting. For the next hour he kept his focus there.

His mind strayed to Allie no more than a half dozen times during the meeting.

* * * *

When Allie returned to her desk after lunch, she found a yellow sticky note on her phone. She recognized the handwriting on it immediately as Lucas’s hasty scrawl.

Problem in R and D.

Have to postpone our meeting.

—L.

She stared at the brief message with Lucas’s extravagant looping L at the bottom. He’d taken the time to write her a note? Ordinarily he’d bark out a few words to whoever was nearby, leaving Allie to ask around to discover his whereabouts.

She was even more surprised when he called twenty minutes later, launching into his explanation without even a hello. “The developers and marketing are at each other’s throat. This might take the rest of the day.”

Even the sound of his voice set off a trembling inside her. Eyes shut, she held the phone to her ear and willed herself to be calm. “No rush,” she said, even though her father’s dilemma pressed in on her. “We can try again tomorrow.”

He paused, piquing her curiosity further. “What about dinner? Are you free?”

“Dinner? Tonight?” She had nothing planned, but dinner with Lucas seemed terribly…intimate. Part of her ached to say yes even as her mind warned that she would be treading into dangerous territory.

“If you have a date…”

“No,” Allie said quickly. “Dinner tonight works.”

“Riverside House okay?” he asked. “Unless you’d rather go down into Sacramento instead of up to Redemption Hill.”

 “The Riverside House is fine.” More than fine. It was elegant and way out of her price range. “What time?”

“Meet at six-thirty? Gives me a deadline for this group.”

A deadline. Of course. Dinner with her gave him an excuse to call an end to what would otherwise be a never-ending meeting. There was nothing intimate about that.

“Six-thirty. I’ll meet you in the lobby.” She brought up his calendar on her computer, determined to be businesslike. “What about your afternoon appointments?”

“What have I got?”

“Two meetings, another interview.” She read the details from the calendar.

“Attend the meetings in my place. Get Randy Sato to do the interview. Got to go.”

“See you—” But he hung up before she could get the words out.

Allie sagged back in her chair, trying to quiet the clamor inside her. This couldn’t go on much longer, her feeling this way and working so closely with Lucas. She had to get over her silly schoolgirl crush. 

Before long, someone would notice. At the least, it would be terribly embarrassing. At the worst, she might well lose her job. Even more disastrous, it could cause a scandal for Lucas when he was completely innocent.

She didn’t even want to think about that possibility, not with the situation with her father so dire. She had to keep a level head, for her father’s sake.

Turning to her computer, she printed off the documents she needed for the two afternoon meetings, then caught up on some correspondence. When the time for the first meeting rolled around, she had her focus back, her mind on work. 

Yes, she had to return to her desk twice before she’d even reached the elevator, once to get her laptop, once to retrieve the papers she’d printed for the meetings. And she drew a blank on the names of two of the attendees, people she’d known for the entire two years she’d worked at TaylorMade. But her dinner with Lucas didn’t intrude on her thoughts at all.

Not much, anyway.

* * * *

Lucas glanced again at the rearview mirror of his Mercedes. Allie was still behind him in her twenty-year-old Buick, her face barely visible through the sun-gilded windshield. When he’d first seen her old car, he’d nearly insisted she ride with him in the Benz, just to be sure she got to the restaurant. But the Buick had started right up, its badly tuned engine rattling and knocking as it idled.

The Mercedes’s engine purred as he took the turn onto Highway 49 toward Redemption Hill. Allie’s car lagged behind him, barely making the traffic light. Lucas mentally included “company car” on the list of goodies he planned to present to her tonight. Added to the package he’d already put together, she couldn’t possibly say no.

Nevertheless, anxiety dug away at his gut. He shouldn’t have taken that damn call from his attorney just before he left the office. It was only more bad news and it had thrown him off his stride, set him to second-guessing his strategy for handling Allie.

The adoption issue and Allie’s potential departure had nothing to do with each other, no connection whatsoever. But he damn will intended to keep the best executive assistant TaylorMade had ever hired.

He got the Mercedes parked a few doors down from the Riverside House restaurant, then watched in his rearview mirror as Allie pulled her car into a space a half-block down. He wanted to help her from the car, but he forced himself to stay by the Mercedes and wait for her.

They walked into restaurant together, with a good two feet of space between them. When he stepped around her to open the restaurant door, he kept his hands to himself.

It was still fairly early and the restaurant was half empty. The maître d’ led them to a window table overlooking the Yuba River. The setting sun glittered on the broad swath of water below, a nearly blinding display.

Lucas waited until the maître d’ had finished fussing with menus and water glasses before he launched into his campaign. “Before you say anything, I want you to know I can match any salary.”

“What?” Her eyes widened, momentarily distracting him.

He pushed on. “And I can accelerate your vesting. Four years instead of five.”

Her brow furrowed. “Lucas, what are you talking about?”

“I don’t intend to let you leave the company.”

“What? Oh!” She smiled, that simple curving of her lips setting off an ache inside him. “I’m sorry.”

Thinking she was apologizing because she’d already made up her mind, he opened his mouth to offer another of the persuasions he’d come up with. But then she reached across the table to lay her hand over the back of his and his good sense fragmented with that light touch.

His jaw worked as he ordered himself not to turn his hand on the table to clasp her fingers in his. He dug his fingertips into the white linen tablecloth until he thought he would tear holes in the fabric. He kept his eyes on her small hand on his, felt her warmth melting into his skin.

He glanced up at her, and her gaze tangled with his. One moment they seemed joined by an intangible but unbreakable cord, the next she was snatching her hand away, color rising in her face. Lucas forced himself to leave his hand where it was, ignoring the chill now that her touch was gone.

She dropped her hands to her lap, and she looked down at the table. “I’m not leaving the company, Lucas.” She tipped her chin up. “I need a loan.”

He tried to understand what she was saying. “A loan?”

She nodded. “From you, Lucas. Fifty thousand dollars.” Her voice faltered slightly over the amount.

She wasn’t leaving! A weight lifted inside him at the news, set him off balance. “Why?”

She chewed on her lip a moment, then said, “It’s personal. I’d rather leave it at that.”

“You expect me to give you fifty thousand dollars—”

Her eyes burned with green fire. “I said loan, not give.”

“—loan you fifty thousand without giving me any reason?”

To her credit, she kept her gaze on him. “I’m not in trouble, Lucas. This isn’t to pay off a gambling debt run up in Reno or a stack of credit-card bills. But it is personal. I hoped that in the two years I’ve worked for you that I’d proved myself.”

“Yes.”

“Yes?” Her mouth hung open a moment as she absorbed what he’d said. “You’ll loan me the money?”

He gave her a brusque nod, the enormity of what fell into place inside him nearly making him shake all over. As it was, he had to grit his teeth to keep himself still.

It’s a business decision, nothing more, he told himself, but still it took a good long breath for him to continue.

“I’ll give you the money,” he said. “On one condition.”

She swallowed, the motion of her throat tantalizing. “What condition?”

“Marry me.”

 


Chapter 2

 

 

Allie couldn’t possibly have heard him right. She stared at his implacable face, waiting for him to continue, to clarify what he’d said. But he just stared back at her, his gray eyes unfathomable.

“Marry?” She swallowed, shaking her head. “You?”

For an instant, he seemed flustered, then he gathered his usual arrogance around him. “Hear me out.”

He leaned back in his chair, his gaze falling for a moment to the linen tablecloth. She knew that steely expression, had seen it dozens of times during staff meetings or when he was in the middle of acquisition negotiations. It meant he felt fully in control and intended to turn circumstances exactly the way he wanted.

“Lucas—” she began, but he forestalled her with a raised hand.

“Hear me out,” he said again.

He lowered his hands to the edge of the table, his fingers gripping so tightly, his knuckles whitened. Allie suddenly realized he wasn’t nearly as in control as she’d thought.

He kept his eyes fixed on her as if it were an effort of will. “For the past several months, I’ve been attempting to adopt.”

“A baby?” she asked, incredulous.

 “Or a young child.” He cleared his throat.

He made the process sound so cut-and-dried, she might have thought he considered a child one more step in the well-thought-out business plan of his life. Yet she detected the faintest tremor in his voice, a shadow of some inexplicable emotion in his eyes. This from a man who kept his distance whenever staff brought their children into the office.

“Lucas, we hardly know one another. To marry—”

“A platonic marriage,” he said. “A license and a ceremony, that’s it. No...” He waved a hand.

Sex, she filled in. Despite herself, her mind raced, her heart rate keeping pace. All the fantasies she’d struggled to contain surged forward.

He cleared his throat. “Physical intimacy won’t be involved at all,” Lucas continued, oblivious to her rampant thoughts. “The marriage would be strictly a matter of convenience. Under the circumstances, anything else would be completely inappropriate.”

The sudden rush of disappointment unsettled her. Pushing it aside, she focused on rational discussion. “Why me? There must be other women, women you’ve dated who could play the role of wife.”

“They have much more complex lives than you. They’ve been married before, have children, their own homes. You have no strings.”

True enough, but the dismissive way he summed up her life annoyed her. “Strings or not, I’m not interested in marriage.”

“Look,” Lucas said. He reached across the table as if to take her hand, then seemed to think better of it and pulled back. She couldn’t suppress a shiver of reaction. “I need a wife, you need money. Agree to marry me and we both get what we want.”

The power of him seemed to sap her strength, to dissolve her will. Like her autocratic father, this man could swallow her up, diminish her.

It had happened to her own mother. When French Dickenson barked out an order, Elizabeth complied, even if it turned her own plans upside down. 

Allie was not her mother. She couldn’t live like that.

“No.” She crossed her arms. “I can’t marry you.”

His jaw tightened and she recognized the hard light in his gray eyes. “Then I can’t loan you the money.”

Allie sat there, stunned. Not that he would turn her down, but that he would try to coerce her this way. It went beyond arrogance to back her into a corner that way. It bordered on cruelty.

“Lucas, you can’t mean that.”

“I can. It’s my money, Allie.”

She looked around her at the half-full restaurant, at the waiter hovering nearby, then out the window at the Yuba River below them. She wouldn’t say yes, wouldn’t let herself be sucked into Lucas’s control. 

She faced him again. “Then I’ll get the money somewhere else.”

“If you could have borrowed it elsewhere, you wouldn’t have asked me. I’m your last resort.”

Of course, he was right, damn him. Even so, she stood her ground. “The answer is still no. And maybe I will start looking for a position elsewhere.” She pushed back her chair and got to her feet.

The look of panic in his eyes shocked her. “Wait, I’m sorry. Allie—” He reached out toward her. “Sit. Please.”

She hesitated a moment, then perched on the edge of her chair. Gave him a hard look and waited.

“I’m being an ass,” he said.

“You are.”

“I’m sorry,” he said again. He took in a breath, let it out. “I’m guessing that whatever it is you need the money for, you’re desperate.”

“You know I am. Like you said, I wouldn’t have asked you.”

He picked up his water glass, barely took a sip before setting it down again. “Everything I’m telling you has to be confidential. Can I count on you for that?”

An unexpected vulnerability flickered in his face. He’d probably consider that weakness if he saw it in another person. To Allie, she’d never seen Lucas look more human.

“I won’t tell anyone what you tell me.” She narrowed her gaze. “Even though my answer is still no.”

He fell silent so long, Allie thought he’d changed his mind. Then his words came out in a flood. “I’m desperate too. To have a child of my own. To raise him or her. To have someone who will follow after me.”

She couldn’t even start to match what Lucas had just said with the man she’d come to know. She could only manage a simple, disbelieving query. “Why?”

She thought the question would irritate him. But instead, it only brought back that vulnerability into even sharper focus.

“I can’t explain it. I don’t really understand it myself. I only know it’s right.” He took another sip of water, his hand not quite steady.

“Then what’s the problem?”

“My attorney has told me, a single man my age, someone who has had no relationships with children as an adult...the barriers are higher.” His gaze dropped to the table, then back to her. “But if I were married, I could improve the odds.”

The shred of hope she heard in his voice tugged at her, but she ignored it. “Even if I agreed, how could we make it look like a real marriage? There’s never been so much as a rumor that there’s anything between you and me.”

He shrugged. “I’m a private person. I don’t think TaylorMade’s staff would find it all that surprising that we’ve kept our relationship to ourselves.”

“Maybe,” Allie said. “But wouldn’t an adoption agency see right through it? It’s not as if we’re madly in love with each other.”

Something twinged inside her, a longing that made no sense at all. She didn’t love him, of course not. But she couldn’t deny she wished for love. 

An emotion she couldn’t interpret flashed across his face. For a brief terrifying moment, she thought he’d seen her longing.

But his tone was matter-of-fact. “We work well together. We respect one another.”

“But that’s not love.” 

“Not everyone marries for love.”

But I want to. The thought of this cut-and-dried arrangement made her feel hollow inside.

 “It would only be one year, Allie. Possibly two. However long it takes to finalize the adoption.”

It killed her to give up the loan, but how could she say yes? She couldn’t. It wouldn’t be right. “I can’t do it.”

He took a breath, clearly ready for another argument. She put up her hand to hold him off.

“I won’t even consider doing it in exchange for the money. You’re either willing to loan me the money or you’re not. I won’t have you buy me into marriage.”

“The money is the only thing that gives me leverage.”

“I’m not a business deal for you to close.”

He fell silent for several long moments, staring off into the distance. Whatever he was feeling inside, whether cold calculation or despair, Allie couldn’t see it in his face.

Then he turned back to her. “I’ll loan you the money.”

Relief washed over her, tears pricking her eyes. It was still a monumental amount of money to repay, but her father would be okay now.

He laced his fingers on the table, and she saw the tendons in his hands tighten with tension. “Will you still consider...”

“Yes. But I need some space, Lucas. Some time.”

“How long?”

She huffed with impatience, her head suddenly pounding. “I don’t know.” She gathered up her purse. “I need to go home.”

She hurried through the restaurant, glancing over her shoulder at him, expecting to see him running after her. But he hadn’t moved. And as she escaped out to the street, she took one last look as she passed the restaurant’s front window.

Her heart ached seeing him there alone, the desperation clear in his face.

* * * *

What a damn mess he’d made of things.

Lucas shoved aside his nearly untouched plate of pasta puttanesca and signaled to the waiter. The young man took Lucas’s credit card and whisked away the full plate to box it up.

Why had he even bothered to order after Allie left? He’d just gone through the motions as if he hadn’t just completely botched likely his last hope for adoption.

Tying the loan to marrying him—that was despicable. He couldn’t blame Allie for walking out. If he’d acted on impulse like that in business, his clients would leave him too.
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