

[image: Cover]




    
        
          The Paper Marriage

        

        
        
          Sweet Romance Stand-alone Collection, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Barbara McMahon

        

        
          Published by Barbara McMahon, 2015.

        

    



​Table of Contents

Title Page

FREE DOWNLOAD

Copyright

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

FREE DOWNLOAD

More books by Barbara McMahon


 

 

 

THE PAPER MARRIAGE

 

 

 

Barbara McMahon


​FREE DOWNLOAD

 

 

[image: ]

 

Sign up for Barbara McMahon’s Reader’s Group, and receive a free copy of LOVE AND ALL THE TRIMMINGS. Plus, you'll receive all the latest news, book releases and fun giveaways! 

 

See details at the end of the book.


The Paper Marriage

© Copyright 2014

 

All Rights Reserved

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

 

This is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author's imagination  and are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.


CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Lindsay Donovan sat at a table in the back of the cafe, her feet propped on the chair opposite her. Resting her cheek on one hand, she leafed through the notebook, trying to remember the pertinent points that she thought would be on tomorrow’s exam. The garish overhead fluorescent lights illuminated the pages, bright as sunshine. The cafe was quiet except for the noise Jack made cleaning the grill in the kitchen. She and the crusty old bachelor had worked the evening shift together for more than six months, establishing a closeness that was not common among coworkers. Soon he’d walk her to the bus. They’d talk over their day and part.  She was fond of the old man and knew he looked on her as a daughter.

 The door opened and a man stepped inside. Glancing at the clock, she saw it was almost midnight. Sighing softly, she rose awkwardly, hoping the customer didn’t want a full meal. Ten minutes from closing was not the time to demand full service. Usually the last couple of hours were quiet. She hoped all he wanted was a quick cup of coffee then leave.

 The man was tall, dark and in a tearing temper unless she missed her guess as she warily watch him as she moved to the counter.  Lindsay eased her bulk behind it just as he took one of the stools. At least with counter service, she didn’t have to carry a heavy tray. Eying his clothing, she wondered what he was doing at the café at all. It catered more to the working class than a man in a tux. Raising her gaze to his face, she frowned. There was a hint of familiarity in his features. Did she know him? He was not one of the regular customers. Yet there was definitely something familiar.

 “Can I help you?” she asked. Despite her fatigue, her discomfort, she suddenly wished she had combed her hair and refreshed her lipstick. Interest piqued as she stared at him—every woman’s dream date. At least he would be if he smiled. 

 Instead, a dangerous air seemed to hover around him. He glanced at her for a second, anger shimmering in his eyes. Lindsay was instantly glad she wasn’t the cause of his anger.

The Friendly Corner Cafe was located on the fringes of Sydney’s docks. Its regular clientele didn’t wear tuxedos, nor expensive gold watches.  Curious, Lindsay wondered who he was and why he’d arrived so late at an out-of-the-way cafe. What was he doing in this part of town dressed as he was?

 Suddenly her mind remembered. Summers at the beach when she’d been a budding teenager.  Before her parents’ death. Young and feeling full of herself, she’d flirted with the older boys. And Luke Winters had been the one who’d caught her eye. Only a few years older than she, he’d been her ideal romantic interest when she turned fourteen. Slowly she smiled in memory of those long ago summer days.

 “Do I have time for a cup of coffee?” he asked, his eyes glancing at her, dismissing her as he scanned the deserted diner.

 “We close at midnight,” she said, already reaching for a cup and saucer. It pricked, that casual dismissal. Obviously she’d changed in the intervening years. He could have at least paused a moment as if trying to remember her. Didn’t he recognize her at all?

“I meant before you deliver,” he said sardonically, his gaze centered on her waist.

 Lindsay straightened and glared at him. Old crush or not, he had no right to be so rude. “The baby is not due for another couple of weeks. Plenty of time for you to have a cup of coffee and get out.”

 He smiled sardonically, narrowing his dark eyes. “Not very customer-oriented, are you?”

 “Not at eleven-fifty at night.” She slammed down the saucer, relieved to note that the coffee didn’t spill. She knew he’d make some snide comment if it had.

 “Not bad,” he said after taking a sip of the hot brew.

 “It was made fresh just a little while ago. Do you want anything else? A piece of pie to go with it, or a sandwich?” Her response was rote, but her curiosity rose. Fascinated, she watched as he sipped the hot beverage. He’d aged, of course. But done it so well. What was he doing now? He’d been a bit of a rebel as a teenager. His family had had money, and he’d flaunted his contempt for the old order of things, coming to the beach in defiance of his mother’s edicts, associating with the locals instead of the moneyed crowd. Did he still defy authority?

 His snowy white shirt stood in stark contrast to his elegant tuxedo. Obviously made for him alone, it fit like a tailored dream. A dark overcoat was casually tossed over his broad shoulders. Apparently the damp coolness of the late spring night didn’t faze him. His dark hair and almost black eyes made him seem a creature of the night. When he fixed his gaze on her, she shivered. How many hours as a teenager had she fantasied about kissing him? How many ways had she thought to capture his interest, his attention?

 “What kind of pie?” His voice was slow, lazy almost. The threads of anger barely kept beneath the surface.

 She listed the four remaining choices. “Each pie was made fresh this morning. The cherry is especially good,” she finished. She smiled again, curiously pleased she’d recognized him and he didn’t have a clue who she was. Probably because he had not spent endless days and nights imagining all sorts of romantic scenes in which she featured prominently.

 “I’ll have a piece of the cherry, then,” he said, tapping his fingers impatiently on the counter.

 Once he’d been served, Lindsay didn’t return to her table in the back. Again her eyes sought the clock. Five minutes to closing, but he wouldn’t be finished by then. She sighed softly and rubbed her back. The longer she was pregnant, the more her body ached at the end of each day. She’d be glad to have the baby, even though an entire new set of problems would present themselves.

“You should sit down,” he said. “In fact, you probably should be home in bed. What are you doing working so late?”

 “It’s my job.” Fussing with the condiments on the counter, she glanced at Luke from beneath her lashes. From the expensive clothes to the gold watch to the designer haircut, this man reeked money. She remembered his car when they’d been younger, too fancy for her family. What did he know of scarcity? Of making ends meet while trying to pay medical bills? Of the constant fear of what would happen to her and her baby if something unforeseen occurred?

 He studied her as he ate, his eyes flicking impatiently from the cherry pie to her.

“Not married?” he asked, glancing at her left hand.

Surprised he would notice her bare finger, much less comment on it, Lindsay paused, then slowly shook her head, feeling mesmerized by his intense gaze. “No, I’m—”

“Lindsay, does the customer want anything from the grill? I’m about ready to shut it off,” Jack called from the kitchen.

“No, he’s just having pie. Go ahead,” she returned.

She could tell Luke that she was a widow, that her husband had died almost eight months ago, but it wasn’t any of his business. The wedding ring she cherished so much hung on a chain around her neck, had since her fingers had become too swollen to wear it comfortably.

In fact her entire body felt swollen and awkward. Her feet and ankles were three times their normal size. Retaining water, her physician had said, and recommended she stay off her feet as much as possible. Right, with her job?

She looked up and met his gaze. Heat blossomed through her as she held it, refusing to be the first to look away. Without being aware of it, a hint of challenge filled her gaze. She didn’t like the idea he didn’t remember her.

“Do I know you?” he asked, his eyes moving away from hers, searching each feature of her face.

“We haven’t met in a long time,” she said slowly. “Remember Manly Beach, about a dozen years ago?”

The frown on his face let her know he was still puzzled.

“Manly Beach?” he said ruminatively. “I haven’t been there in years.” He stared at her. His expression clearing. “You’re little Lindsay McDonald.”

Slowly she nodded, wondering if his memories would be similar to hers. She’d had a monstrous crush on him as a teen and had her heart broken when she reached fifteen.

“What the hell are you doing here?” he asked, his eyes flicking disparagingly over her uniform. His gaze pausing briefly on her extended waist.

Tilting her chin, she said coolly, “I work here, isn’t that obvious?”

“But not married?” he said silkily.

She shrugged, ready to tell him about her husband. About the accident that had robbed her and her unborn baby of so much. But before she could speak he spoke again.

“Want to be?”

“I beg your pardon?” Had her mind wandered? What was he talking about?

“Do you want to be married when your baby comes?” he asked impatiently. Anger seemed to seep out of him. Tension almost shimmered in waves. He flung off his topcoat and crumpled it on the stool beside him. Yanking loose his tie, he took another gulp of the hot black coffee, his eyes narrowing as he stared at her.

“I don’t think that’s going to happen,” she said slowly. Will was dead, had been gone for eight long and lonely months. He wasn’t ever coming back. She would never see her husband again.

“It’s important a child have a name,” Luke stated.

“He’ll have a fine name.” Her temper flared. Did he think she couldn’t provide for her child? Or that Will’s name was somehow not good enough? He knew nothing about her! Of course—he thought she was still Lindsay McDonald. She needed to set him straight.

He turned and surveyed the table she’d been sitting at then looked at her. Was it possible his eyes were even darker?

“Are you in school?”

Nodding, Lindsay saw no reason to deny the obvious. “University.”

“Are your folks helping out?” he questioned.

“You know, Luke, my private life is really none of your business. It’s good to see you again after all this time, but I’m tired and want to go home. If you have finished your pie and coffee, I’ll take payment and close for the night.” Go home and think about Luke Winters, the boy she’d adored and the young man who had left never to return. And wish maybe in the deepest parts of her heart that she could have looked slim and glamorous when they met again.

“Must mean they’re not,” he said.

“Only because they’ve been dead for almost ten years,” she snapped, reaching for the empty pie plate. She scooted it through the pass-through to the kitchen. Jack could let it soak overnight.

The rest of the kitchen crew had already left.  When she reached for his cup, Luke’s hand clamped down on her wrist.

“I’ll have another cup of coffee,” he said softly, daring her to deny him. “I’m sorry about your parents, Lindsay. I didn’t know.”

Lindsay swallowed, feeling a curious tingling pulse through her arm from the heat of his hand. Her entire body grew warmer. For a moment she forgot she was almost nine months pregnant retaining water and so tired she could scarcely stand. For a moment she was aware of her femininity, of the tangle of feelings she’d always felt around Luke Winters—even after all the intervening years.

Nodding, she tugged and found herself instantly released. The pot wavered as she poured the coffee, reflecting the trembling that took over when he touched her.

Avoiding his eyes, she wiped the surface near his place and then leaned against the counter, raising her left foot and rotating it, trying to ease the discomfort. She was no longer a teenager with a crush. She had responsibilities, obligations. And if she had not attracted the man when they’d been kids, she sure couldn’t do it now!

“You look tired,” he said.

“If you’d finish, I could close and go home,” she replied, flashing him another look. Their lives were vastly different. Had always been so, even as children, but the summers at the beach had minimized the difference. He hung out with the older boys. She and her friends had followed them, first pestering them for attention, then flirting. She’d known, even then, that they were worlds apart.

Holding her gaze, he shrugged. “First let me propose a deal.”

“A deal?” Lindsay knew she was too tired to think straight but she couldn’t imagine any kind of deal she could make with Luke Winters. He probably bought and sold small countries in his spare time.

“How would you like to quit this job, continue your studies and not have to worry about money for the foreseeable future?”

“What do I have to do, sell my firstborn?” Instinctively, she covered the baby with her hands, as if guarding her precious child from the man before her.

“No. Just get married.”

“Get married?” Her eyes widened. Had she heard him correctly? 

“And just who would I have to marry?” Instantly suspicions took hold. Was this some kind of black market deal? What did she really know about Luke? She hadn’t seen him or spoken to him in over a decade. He’d been wild and determined as a teenager. What kind of man had he become? Stepping back, she put more distance between them. Suddenly glad to have Jack so close, she wondered if she could get rid of Luke without any trouble.

“You would have to marry me.”

Stunned, Lindsay stared at him. “You are not serious,” she said slowly.

“Very serious.” For a moment the anger that simmered below the surface reemerged, but he clamped down on it. The flashing lights in his eyes warned Lindsay that he would be dangerous to cross. This was not the arrogant boy at the beach, but a man approaching thirty, who looked dark and dangerous. What had the past decade done to him?

“Have you been drinking?” she asked warily.

“A bit but I’m not drunk, if that’s what you think. Mad as hell, and out for revenge, but not drunk,” he muttered. Nailing her with his gaze, he stared deep into her eyes. “Think about the deal I’m proposing. I’d give you an allowance, adequate to afford anything you want. You could quit work and stay home with your baby. Anything you’d need, I’d provide.”

“And in exchange, what do I provide?” Somehow she couldn’t see him interested in her as a wife, or in any way, for that matter. She was at the end of her eighth month of pregnancy, bloated with retained water, her blond hair lank and tied back in a serviceable ponytail. She knew she had circles beneath her eyes, she saw them every morning when she dragged herself from bed to get to her first job. The uniform she wore to work was misshapen and stretched beyond its original intent.   Luke could not want her in his bed, but what did he want? Why propose marriage to someone like her? With his looks, money and family background, he could find a dozen women who would leap at the opportunity to become his wife.

“You provide me with a wife,” he said grimly.

“I don’t get it.” She was too tired to think clearly.

“I want to get married—to pick my own wife. And I choose you.”

“You don’t know the first thing about me.”

“Lindsay, we spent several summers at the same place. You followed me like a puppy for two summers. I know who your parents were and I know you’re not married. That’s all I need to know. I want a wife, you could use a husband. It would be strictly platonic. And I’d see you were taken care of financially, which will give you time to spend with your baby.”

The silence stretched out between them. Lindsay tried to focus on the words, but they drifted around and around in her mind. She was so tired! Was she imagining his offer? She had to be. Why would he make such a ludicrous suggestion?

“Let me think about it,” she said. Appalled at the words, nonetheless she didn’t retract them. He had been drinking, maybe more than he admitted. It was obvious that the Friendly Corner Cafe wasn’t the kind of eating establishment he was used to. Once he slept it off, he’d forget all about tonight. Appeasing him now would insure he’d leave soon, and without any trouble. She owed it to those long-ago summers.

Luke studied her expression and nodded. “I can see the notion never occurred to you. It obviously never occurred to my grandfather or mother, either. Damn it I’ll choose my own bride if it’s the last thing I do! I’ll be back tomorrow for your answer. Think about it until then. I will make no demands, and expect none in return. The only difference to the way things are now is that we would be married and you wouldn’t have to work nights.”

“That doesn’t seem like much. Especially if you’re going to be doing all the supporting. Babies aren’t cheap.” She couldn’t believe she was acting as if his proposal was legitimate. Or that she was actually considering it. But for a moment the fantasy filled her. What a tantalizing dream it would be if she didn’t have to worry about money, if she could stay home with her baby for the first few months and not be terrified of where they would live or what they would eat. She had so little money in reserve, so little strength, if it be known. It would be so easy to let someone else step in and help out for a little while. And it wasn’t as if she didn’t know Luke, or had known him once. But it was a long time ago, and people changed.

“Believe me, it’s enough. Do you want references or something to make a decision?”

Lindsay smiled and shook her head. “No, I wouldn’t need that” She would probably not see him again, but she’d play along for tonight.

"Think about it. I’ll come tomorrow for your answer,” Luke said, standing. He peeled off several large bills and dropped them carelessly on the counter. “Thanks for the coffee and pie, Lindsay.”

Watching him leave the cafe, Lindsay felt various emotions churning inside, disbelief the strongest. He couldn’t be serious. Had he had too much to drink? No one offered marriage to a stranger. They had nothing in common twelve years ago, had nothing in common now. Slowly she drew the cup and saucer from the counter and slid them into the kitchen. “I’m locking the front door now, Jack,” she called, still dazed with what had transpired.

Quickly she went through the closing routine, gathered her books and headed for the kitchen to get her coat. The echo of Luke’s bizarre proposal resounded in her head.

“I’ll walk you part way,” Jack said, pulling on a heavy coat “And carry your books. You almost finished with the term?” The older man worried about her in his gruff way.

“My last exam is tomorrow. I won’t be going next term.” She would have her baby by then and needed every bit of money to make ends meet.

“You’ll get your degree one day, Lindsay. You’re a hard worker, I’ll say that.”

Smiling, she tucked her hand into his arm and the two of them started toward the bus stop.

“Who was the bloke who came in at the end?”

“Someone I knew as a child. Luke Winters,” Lindsay said. “I haven’t seen him in years.” And somewhere along the way had stopped dreaming about the man. But she’d once thought she’d love him forever.

“He look you up?”

“No, actually, he didn’t recognize me at first. But the strangest thing—” She hesitated, not knowing whether to give voice to the strange proposal Luke had made. He’d been drinking, probably blurted it out without thinking.

“What?” Jack asked, peering at her in the dark. The streetlights gleamed ahead. Soon the bus would arrive to take her home.

“He asked me to marry him.”

“Good for him.”

“Jack, you don’t even know him.”

“No, but I know you would be better off married to some bloke and staying home nights with that baby than trying to keep up at the cafe. Do you like the guy?”

“Yes.  Maybe. Actually, I haven’t seen him in almost twelve years.”

“So, maybe he was carrying the torch all these years.” 

Lindsay laughed gently. “I doubt it. It seemed like a spur-of-the-moment suggestion. I think it’s a joke.”

“Men don’t ask women to marry them as a joke,” Jack said gruffly.

“Rich men like Luke Winters don’t ask waitresses to marry them, either.”

“Like I said, maybe he’s carried a torch for you all these years. How do you feel about him?”

Lindsay was silent for a long time, her mind racing with memories and emotions. How did she feel? “I had a crush on him when I was fourteen. But that was a long time ago. We went separate ways. I met Will.”

“Listen up, girl. You and Will had a fine marriage, from what you said, but it wasn’t the grand passion that everyone yearns for.”

“You yearn for grand passion?” Lindsay said, startled.

“Not so much now, but everybody does at one point. You and Will hooked up, and had he lived, you would probably have been content all your life. But he died. And from what I’ve learned that marriage was more friends tying the knot than grand passion.”

“I loved Will,” she protested.

“I know you did, but I never thought you were in love with the man.”

Lindsay stared down the road, watching for the bus. His words were hard to take, but there was a grain of truth in them. She’d loved her husband. Now mourned his passing. But even at their happiest she had sometimes wondered if there wasn’t something more. Something missing from their relationship. Could Jack be right? Could she have loved Will as a friend but not been in love?

She had never felt the heights and depths with him she had as a teen with Luke. But she had attributed that to teenage hormones. Had something been missing?

Fog hovered in the sky, carrying the cold damp hint of salt from the harbor. Lindsay shivered slightly, glad to see the lights of the bus in the distance. Living on the main bus route insured she had a ride even late at night. But if she missed this bus, she’d have a long wait. The buses didn’t run frequently this late.

“Your bus will be here in another minute. Think about this long and hard, Lindsay. You’ve had a few months alone. Maybe this is a solution to your problems. You’d get to spend time with your baby and not have to worry about money. You like the man, don’t you?” Jack asked.

She nodded. She’d been crazy about him as a kid. But she hadn’t seen him in years. And it wasn’t as if he proposed happy ever after. Just a marriage of convenience— mostly his convenience.

“I'll think about it, I guess,” she said slowly. As if she had a choice. She would never forget the bizarre proposal.

 

 

Luke Winters strode along the street, ignoring the cold air that caressed his throat. The topcoat was small concession to the weather, especially worn like a cape. The heat from his anger warmed him. Damn his grandfather and his mother and their blasted machinations! The long walk from the opera house hadn’t helped. The whiskey he’d consumed at that bar hadn’t helped. Even meeting Lindsay McDonald at that cafe hadn’t helped. Dammit, he was still furious. And he wasn’t sure who made him the maddest, his mother, his grandfather or Jeannette.

He’d thought Jeannette wanted to marry him for himself, not his money. Or rather for his grandfather’s money. Now he knew the truth, and it burned him up.

The old man had bribed her with promises of a portion of Balcomb Enterprises. Running his fingers through his hair, Luke stormed down the deserted sidewalk. He knew his grandfather wanted him married. The old man had pushed enough over the last five years. And the latest maneuvers with the company about drove him crazy. But he’d gone too far with this trick.

His mother was positively obsessed by the subject of his marriage—but to the right woman. For them to go to such extremes was inexcusable. Luke would choose his own bride! And show them where their plotting led.

So he chose—a waitress from some cafe near the waterfront--Lindsay McDonald. He smiled grimly. Maybe the whiskey had addled his brains. That or the anger.

He remembered his mother’s dislike of his hanging out at Manly Beach as a teenager. At the popular beach, the rich and protected mingled with the rest of the Sydneysiders. He’d played up that aspect rebellious as a teenager and pushing the limits his mother tried to impose. Seemed nothing had changed. Here he was tonight still flouting his mother and her restrictions.

He could imagine her expression when he told her he would be marrying a waitress. Grimly he smiled. It would put paid to her scheming for entry into Sydney’s highest echelons of society. If his grandfather’s money hadn’t bought bar entree into the level she wanted, his marriage certainly wouldn’t. She’d be furious. For a moment the anger abated a bit, it would prove to be a small thing, but something that was sure to avenge her machinations.

He remembered Lindsay from those long-ago summer days. Her hair had almost bleached white in the sun, light freckles had dusted her cheeks, long coltish legs.  Her thin body had sported a deep tan. She’d been a pest most of the time. But there was something about her now that invited a second look, even as pregnant as she was. Maybe it was her air of defiance against all odds, or the fact she was going to school and holding down a job when she looked about to deliver at any moment. What happened to the baby’s father? Skipped out probably, once he knew a kid was on the way.

Luke’s pace slowed as he drew near the opera house. The familiar billows gleamed in the foggy night sky, illuminated by spotlights. The street was practically deserted. Only a few couples lingered. The limo would have left long ago, taking his mother and Jeannette home.

Odd he didn’t feel anything but anger. Shouldn’t there have been a pang to discover the woman he’d asked to marry him had turned out to be in it primarily for the money? The anger that had poured through him at the discovery still blazed strong, overriding all the other feelings—except for satisfaction. He’d put paid to his family’s scheming by marrying Lindsay McDonald. That would show the old man Luke Winters was not to be trifled with. His mother should have known all along. Hadn’t he gone his own way for years now? Once his grandfather was convinced of Luke’s determination to manage his own life, Luke could get a quiet annulment and be free.

He would not be dictated to by anyone! Somehow that message had been missed by his grandfather and his mother. This marriage would show them the error of their ways.  If Lindsay accepted.

Why wouldn’t she.  He had no illusions.  She’d want the money as much as the next woman.  And in this case, he’d be glad to give it.

 

 

Lindsay awoke the next morning to her alarm. Dragging herself from bed, she hastily dressed in her Tuesday dress. Money was too tight to afford a large selection of maternity clothes, so she had one for each day of the week. She was heartily sick of each outfit, but resigned to wearing them the remaining weeks of her pregnancy. Not much longer, thank God.

Brushing her hair, she wondered if it would ever regain its glossy shine. Dull and lifeless, at least it appeared neat and tidy when tied back. She put on some makeup, trying vainly to hide the dark circles beneath her eyes. Her cheeks were plump, and her eyes looked red and tired and burned as she studied herself in the mirror. She almost laughed, her huge smile reflecting the humor of last night. As if Luke Winters, heir to a fortune, would seriously want to marry someone like her. Sleek and sophisticated, if he wanted to marry, he could find a willing woman almost anywhere in Sydney, and one certainly more attractive than she was at the moment.

Lindsay fixed oatmeal for breakfast and ate slowly, daydreaming about accepting his proposal. He’d give her lots of money, and she could afford a nice flat—one with a yard where she could take the baby out to in the summer. She’d have tons of new clothes and be able to buy a fancy crib for the baby, instead of searching the secondhand shops for a bargain.

No more working at the bookstore in the morning, attending classes in the afternoon and waiting tables at night. She’d become a lady of leisure, except for caring for her baby. Her eyes welled with tears. It was all fantasy.

She missed Will. He would have been so happy about their baby. She couldn’t believe he was gone, that she’d never see him again. He’d been so nice! But the conversation with Jack played in her mind. They had loved each other, but had they really been in love?

They had been two lonely orphans drawn together by mutual interests. It was Will who had insisted she return to school to get a degree. His job had provided enough for the basics, and her part-time job at the bookstore had been enough to enable her to pursue an education. Everything had been fine until the truck with defective brakes crashed into Will’s car. If the transportation company had kept the truck in good repair, the accident would never have happened.  She saved the settlement for a rainy day.  It wasn’t much, but something to use if things got too tough.

But she couldn’t change the past any more than she could predict the future. Rinsing out her bowl, Lindsay resolutely banished her daydreams. It was time to start for work. Firmly pushing away the tantalizing thought of Luke Winters, she concentrated on what she had to do today. After her morning shift at the bookstore, she had her last exam in the afternoon. She’d go home to change and be at the cafe early enough to eat a good dinner. After today things would ease up a bit. She could nap afternoons instead of attending class. That would help. And maybe some of the swelling would go down.

By the end of her shift at the cafe, Lindsay was glad she’d not given any credence to Luke’s wild offer the previous night, though she couldn’t deny the niggling disappointment. The man had not shown up as promised. She kept telling herself she was not surprised, and definitely not disappointed, but a vague dissatisfaction lingered. For a moment, maybe just one moment, she’d hoped the offer sincere. But she knew nothing in life came free, and his proposal had sounded too good to be believed. So much for fantasy and daydreams. The practical truth was she still had to work two jobs and save every penny she could manage. In another month she would be unable to work. She’d start drawing on her nest egg until she could work again.

 

 

The next night at the height of the evening rush, Luke Winters entered the cafe pausing in the doorway, surprised at the crowd. Feeling like a fool, he wondered why he thought a cafe would be empty at the dinner hour. It came from remembering the other evening, obviously, when it had just been the two of them. He scanned the room. Spotting Lindsay, he threaded his way through the tables until he stood beside her. She almost dropped the plates she carried as she stared at him in surprise. He looked at her, noticing how tired she looked, how awkward carrying the loaded plates.

“Can we talk?” he asked, glancing around the full cafe. There was a single empty table in the back corner near the swinging door that led to the kitchen. Frowning, he knew he’d timed things badly. But, impatient, he couldn’t wait.

“I’m working right now.” She stepped around him and headed for a table. Carefully placing the plates before the customers, she smiled and asked if they wanted anything else.

When they shook their heads, she turned and bumped into Luke. His hands reached out to steady her. She didn’t quite reach his chin. Her hair was pulled back and tied at the nape of her neck. The sweet scent of roses wafted in the air. Her perfume? For a moment he was struck with how slight her build was—it was only her pregnancy which made her seem huge.
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