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        This book is dedicated to my darling husband, Edwin. You took me on, kids and all, and I love you forever.
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      “Chase, I hate to tell you this, man, but you're screwed.” Those were the words with which Jordan Miller greeted his best friend and client when they walked into the Greene County courtroom that fateful April morning.

      Chase raised one dark eyebrow at his attorney.

      “You got the ball buster.”

      Chase closed his eyes in disgust. The one judge I most hoped to avoid, the Honorable Brenda McMillan, a radical who seems to live for putting men in their place. No matter the facts in the case, she always managed to find the man in the wrong and rake him over the coals. This was not likely to be an exception.

      The two men took their seats at the front of the courtroom. Surely for something as simple as an uncontested divorce, the ball buster would not feel the need to live up to her reputation. Right?
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      Three hours later, Chase knew how wrong he'd been. The proceedings had given a new definition to the word 'screwed'.

      “I can't believe she awarded Candace the whole house, both cars and half of my retirement,” he groused as he and Jordan stalked across the parking lot. Instead of getting into his—her car—he stalked with aimless energy to the playground beyond. “What the hell is that about? Candace cheated on me! Thank God she admitted it.”

      “Be glad she didn't make you pay child support too,” Jordan replied, still looking a little shell-shocked.

      “I'd have appealed that! There's no way I'm paying support on someone else's kid.” Chase sank into a park bench under the shade of a fragrant pine. A chilly wind blew through the perfumed branches, but the sweet scent brought no comfort. He tried to shore up his anger. Better anger than grief.

      It was no use. Despair chewed on his guts. After ten years of marriage, the last thing he had expected was to find himself single, homeless and broke.

      “You know something, Jordan?” he asked, his voice flat and dark.

      “What?”

      “Life sucks.”

      His friend nodded sympathetically. “You've had a hard couple of months, Chase. Why don't you come over tonight? Jenn's making one of her gourmet dinners and, well, she said I should invite you.

      Chase smiled without humor. “Tell Jenn I said thank you, but no. If I have to watch you two being happy together, and her pregnant too, I think I might just be sick. I need to be alone, Jordan.”

      “I hear ya,” his friend said, smoothing down an errant blond curl. He stood. Then, without warning, Jordan laid a hand on Chase's shoulder. “Promise me you won't do anything stupid,” he said in a low, intense voice.

      “I'm not going to let that bitch win,” Chase replied.

      Jordan looked at him a moment, nodded, and walked away.

      Chase gulped. Anger wavered, died. Looking to Heaven, he asked aloud, “What the hell am I going to do now?”
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        Eighteen months later

      

      

      There she is. She is working today.

      Chase made his way through the bookstore, the patterned carpet muffling the sound of his boots as he made a beeline straight toward his target. From the back she didn't look like much; petite, slender and fragile, her wavy brown hair hanging loose nearly to her waist.

      “Excuse me,” he said.

      She turned. “Yes?” Then she recognized him and scowled. “Oh, it's you again. What do you want?”

      Despite her less than welcoming reply, the girl whose name tag read Baylee never failed to make Chase's heart pound and heat rush to his groin. Striving for objectivity, he assessed exactly what about her features seemed so appealing. Is it her tiny stature and waif-like appearance? Is it her full pink lips and dainty, slightly pointy nose? Is it the pale, faintly blushing pink of her skin? All possible. But what really captured him was her eyes: huge brown pools that seemed to hold a depth unthinkable in one so young. And she was young—pushing the limit of too young for him—but if the sorrow in her eyes spoke true, in her life experience must nearly match his.

      “I was wondering if the book I ordered came in yet,” he said, leaning his hip against the counter in what he hoped was a casual gesture.

      Right, man. You weren't good at casual BEFORE your life fell apart.

      Chase angrily squashed down the arguing voice. I don't want to think about that. So I'm divorced. So what? Lots of people are and it's been more than a year. I should be getting over it by now. I am, if my interest in this pretty salesclerk is any indication. But how do I start over after so many years thinking life was going to be a certain way?

      No, starting over is wrong. I'm a different man than I was before I found out my childhood sweetheart and best friend was sleeping with another man behind my back.

      Bayle punched the keyboard on her computer, her attention focused on the screen. Chase continued ruminating.

      No more of that, man. It's over. Candace is gone, long married to her private investigator partner and the mother of his child. And if you don't want to end up alone with no family of your own, stop obsessing and get out there.

      “Of course, your book hasn't come in,” Baylee said, turning to give him an uninviting glare. “You ordered it the day before yesterday. I promised to call you when it arrives, and I will. Now if you don't mind, I have work to do.”

      “Don't be unfriendly, ma'am,” he urged. “I won't hurt you. I'd like to talk.”

      “Talk?” She raised one eyebrow and furrowed the other. “I have no time to talk. I'm working.”

      “How about when you get off? I could take you out for a drink, or some dinner…”

      Something flashed in her eyes. If he didn't know better, he'd say it looked like desperation. Or maybe despair. Whatever it was, it was intense. “I. Don't. Have. Time. For. Men.” Baylee enunciated clearly. “Now that we understand each other, will you please wander off or do I have to call the manager?”

      “I'm going, I'm going. Jeez, don't be so touchy,” he griped.

      Her gaze softened a fraction. “I know, sir, but I wasn't kidding. I don't have time for anyone. Seriously. You're wasting your effort.”

      “Thanks for being honest, Baylee,” he said ruefully. “Here's my card. If you ever find time and you want to take me up on drinks… or dinner… or talk, call me.”

      She gave him a sad smile and returned to stocking the bookshelf, her back to him.

      Stung by her dismissal, Chase quickly left the store.
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      As soon as she could no longer feel his eyes on her back, Baylee turned away from the bookshelf and regarded the object in her hand. The little card, printed on black paper with a pattern of white music notes, read The Music Room Club and Bar. Chase Milligan, General Manager.’

      Baylee's eyes widened. So, my persistent suitor runs one of the hottest up-and-coming clubs in the Dallas night scene, does he? She recalled hearing from her best friend’s husband, who worked there, that it offered fun, drinks, and music in a friendly, classy environment.

      According to Stella, Shane’s place of business boasted three different rooms: one for local jazz bands, one for karaoke, and one for country and western artists.

      As manager of such a place, Chase must earn a decent salary. He's also influential, deciding which acts will be allowed on the coveted stages.

      Baylee gulped. If Shelby ever found out she had shot down a man like Chase Milligan, her ass would be grass.

      As if it's not already. If Chase knew one thing about your life, he'd run for the hills. Quit daydreaming and get back to work.

      It didn't occur to her that when she had thought about him, it had been his first name running through her mind, along with the image of his auburn-haired, green-eyed gaze.
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      Chase stretched out on his living room sofa. The clock on the DVD player showed three in the morning, but he didn't feel sleepy. Tired, yes. Exhausted, actually. But not ready to sleep. Normal given that he'd gotten off work only an hour and a half ago. Working the club during prime time delivered a rush he couldn't deny, but it did take a lot out of him.

      Looks like you're not as young as you used to be, eh, Chase? He grinned to himself.

      He clicked off the television. It had been showing infomercials for the last half hour or more, since long before he stopped paying attention. He turned, flopping onto his back and propping both feet up on the arm of the sofa, the dirty off-white of his socks permanently stained from their contact with the inside of his chocolate-colored tooled-leather Ropers. The offending boots lay in a forlorn heap just inside the entry door of his townhouse. His Stetson rested on the entryway table, covering a picture of his mother and stepfather and the vintage Ford ashtray where he kept his keys.

      In this position, his belt buckle cut into his belly, and he unbuckled the silver oval, sliding his belt from the loops on his black Wranglers and dropping it to the floor. It landed with a loud clunk and Chase winced, hoping it hadn't scratched the pine.

      He still felt uncomfortable. His Wranglers, though well broken in, weren't meant for lying down in. He thought about his bed, which waited for him just up the stairs. All he had to do was get up there. That was all. But the night was fast catching up with him. Suddenly, instead of wired, he could barely keep his eyes open. No way, Chase. Move your ass. Don't fall asleep on the couch.

      He hauled himself to his feet, suddenly feeling every one of his thirty-two years… doubled. Groaning, he hobbled, heels and arches aching, up the stairs and through his bedroom to the bathroom where he quickly brushed his teeth. He had just enough energy left to strip down to his gray boxer briefs before stretching out on his bed and crashing like a doused candle.
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      Shelby Cole opened her kitchen door to a soft knock. “Baylee? Come in, darlin'. Look at you. What are you doing?”

      “Is Shane home?” Baylee entered Shelby's immaculate, rooster-decorated kitchen with the flinching air of a beaten puppy.

      “Nope, my old grouch took both kids to his mother's, so I'm on the loose. What's up with you, Bay?” Shelby glanced at her friend, dismayed to note that Baylee looked even more fragile and wasted than before.

      “I hate to ask it…” she started, and then trailed off, looking away, her cheeks turning a delicate pink.

      “Ask away, Bay. I'm here for you, honey.”

      Baylee closed her eyes. She seemed to be fighting tears.

      Shelby gave her a little hug. “Whew, girl. I'm sorry to tell you this, but you smell.”

      “I know I do,” Baylee burst out. “I… my shower is… not working and I… Oh, God. Can I please borrow yours before I go pick up Dylan? I'm sorry. I don't know what else to do.”

      “Of course,” Shelby said, wondering what the real story was. Baylee's keeping way too much to herself these days. While she'd been a bit moody when the women had met four years ago, in the last couple of months Bay seemed on the verge of breaking all the time. “Come on, girlfriend. Let's get you in the shower. Maybe once you're cleaned up, you'll feel better. Better enough to come out with us next week.” Keeping her arm around her friend's shoulder, she led her down the hall towards the guest bathroom.

      “I… I appreciate the invitation, but…”

      “No buts, Bay. I'm not taking no for an answer. Here.” She opened the linen closet outside the bathroom door and retrieved a sage green towel and a forest green washcloth. “Soap and shampoo are in the shower. Help yourself.”

      “Bless you, Shelby,” Baylee muttered, stepping into the bathroom and closing the door behind her.

      A short time later—far too short—a key clicked and rattled in the garage door. Shelby's husband Shane, tall with a shaved head, his handsome face resting in a habitual grumpy scowl, stalked into the kitchen. Their two small sons, David and Jonathan, sped past their father, intent on the television.

      “Hello, Shel,” he said, planting a wet kiss on her lips. She wiped the moisture with the back of her hand.

      “You're home early,” she said in a cool, neutral voice.

      “What's up?” he asked, instantly on the defensive.

      “Nothing,” she replied quickly, twining her arms around her husband's neck and looking up at him with soft, seductive eyes.

      He squeezed her plump bottom appreciatively and when he spoke, there was amusement in his voice. “Okay, now I know something's up. What is it?”

      At that moment, Baylee walked into the kitchen. The shower, it appeared, had restored her somewhat. On the other hand, it put Shane immediately into orbit. “No wonder. What is she doing here? I told you I didn't want her here anymore.”

      Baylee froze beside the black granite countertop. Her posture reminded Shelby of a rabbit trying to look invisible. Her eyes widened to huge pools of undefinable emotion.

      “Be quiet, Shane. Baylee is my friend. I will invite her to my house if I want to.”

      “She's a bloody mooch. It's my house too, and I don't want her here.” He glowered at the girl, his menacing expression even frightening to his wife. “And why's she all wet? Did she come here to talk? To offer to babysit? To bring a gift for our anniversary? No. She came to use our shower. To take from us again. And you just let her. What's wrong with you, Shelby? Can't you see she's using you?”

      With every word Baylee flinched more, drawing in on herself.

      “That's enough!” Shelby yelled, stepping between her husband and Baylee.

      “No, he's right,” said a wavering voice behind them. Both spouses turned to look at Baylee, who had straightened to her full height—a tiny five feet two inches—and spoken. “I shouldn't have come. I'm sorry. I won't bother you again. Thank you, Shelby. You're a great friend. Please, don't argue on my account.” She passed them on the way to the door.

      Shelby grabbed her arm. “No. Now listen here, Shane. You're acting like a big bully. Yes, Bay is going through some kind of hard time right now. I don't know what it is, but I want to help, because that's what friends do.” She half-turned towards her husband, poking a finger into his chest. “Life is uncertain. Someday I might need to ask someone for something, and I would hope they wouldn't say I was too selfish to deserve it. Now get off your high horse.” Dropping Baylee's arm, she took a step towards Shane, crowding into his space. “Baylee is welcome in this home any time she wants to stop by, and you, mister, can sleep on the couch until you've learned to get over your bullying ways.”

      Shane visibly paled.

      Shelby smirked. It wasn't a card she played often, but when she wanted his attention the threat of the couch remained potent even after six years, two kids, and fifteen pounds. Apparently, my grouch still desires his wife.

      “Now, Baylee, don't worry about Old Grumpy here. I'll set him straight. Come and visit any time. And I meant what I said about coming with us when we go out next week. You work too much.”

      “Shel…” Shane interrupted.

      “Quiet, you. You're in the doghouse with me. Will you come, Bay?”

      Baylee shook her head sending her long brown hair tumbling. “I can't. I can't afford it.”

      “My treat. And my mom will be watching David and Jon, so you can leave Dylan here. Dylan's such a good kid, I know she won't mind. Please say yes.” She squeezed the arm she was holding.

      “We'll see,” Baylee replied, gently extracting herself from Shelby's grip. “I have to go. Thanks again, Shelby.” She slipped through the door and closed it softly behind her.
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      By the time Baylee got to the daycare, her stomach was not just growling, it was aching. But today she'd hit the jackpot: a $20 bill left abandoned near one of the bookshelves. No one had been around, so she didn't feel too guilty for pocketing it.

      She walked quickly down the echoing, green-tiled hallway with a Noah's Ark mural on one side and multicolored handprints on the other.

      She turned left at a door marked Lemurs and stepped in. Immediately a sea of small people swarmed around her. “Miss Andrews! Miss Andrews!” all the little ones shouted. She patted their heads and squeezed their shoulders gently, but her eyes scanned the room.

      “Hello there, Baylee,” Mrs. Fields, a black woman in her late fifties said from the corner, where she was supervising the putting up of crayons in a white plastic tub. Once the four sets of tiny hands had finished their task, the teacher placed the tub alongside several of its fellows on a low, PVC rack. Above, a wide window revealed an autumn sunset of brilliant orange. Baylee smiled at the view.

      “Hello, Mrs. Fields,” she said, reaching down to collect an escaped burnt sienna. She handed the runaway to the teacher, still searching the faces.

      “Dylan had a good day today. He ate all his lunch and played nicely with the other kids. He and Tim did knock heads, but they're both okay.”

      “Where is he?” Baylee asked at last.

      “The bathroom,” Mrs. Fields replied.

      “Oh. Okay. Knocked heads? Did they cry?”

      “You know, I think they were planning to, but then they looked at each other and they had this little 'I'm the bigger man' moment. Then they got up and ran to the slide.”

      Baylee smiled.

      “Mommy!” A small, golden-haired missile shot across the room and crashed into her legs, nearly knocking her over. Baylee scooped him up.

      “Be careful, Dylan,” she said, giving her son a kiss. “Don't hug me right down to the floor! Come on. Let's go to the store.”

      “Yay! Store! Bye, Mrs. Fields.” He waved to his teacher. She blew him a kiss. Dylan pantomimed a wild catching movement and plastered his hand to his cheek.

      Baylee was still laughing at his antics as she carried him out to the street.

      The grocery store was only a couple of blocks away, so rather than waste money on the bus, they walked, hand in hand, enjoying the coolness of the growing evening. We'll have to hurry though if we don't want to walk back in the dark.

      “How was your day, baby?” Baylee asked her son.

      “It was good. Did you have a good day too, Mommy?”

      “I did, thank you,” she replied.

      “Did you make any new friends?”

      Typical of a child to ask such perceptive questions in total innocence. “Not today, honey. There was a gentleman who wanted to be my friend, but I told him no.”

      “Why did you tell him no, Mommy?” Dylan asked, looking up at her with his big brown eyes.

      “Because I don't want to waste any time I could be spending with you,” she replied honestly, if somewhat simplistically.

      He released her hand and hugged her leg again, but said nothing.

      At the grocery store, Baylee hung a small basket on her arm.

      Dylan behaved like any other child, racing along the aisles and earning the glares of scowling, elderly ladies with plastic handkerchiefs tied over their hair.

      “Mommy, can we get cookies?” Dylan asked, scooting away from an old woman who had tried to poke him with her cane and hurrying back to his mother's side.

      “No, baby, I'm sorry. No cookies,” she replied.

      “Come on. You always say that,” Dylan whined.

      Baylee swallowed hard. There was no way to explain, so she didn't try. Instead, she picked out two big red apples and a small bag of baby carrots that had been marked down.

      What else? veggies. A salad kit that had also been marked down joined the other produce. She was long past worrying about a few brown leaves.

      Protein. That was always tough. Her food allowance never quite stretched to the end of the month, and meat was so expensive. Peanut butter she didn't trust. Too many chemicals. She settled for a can of tuna. I think there's still mayo in the fridge.

      Her crackers had been discovered and devoured, so she added a cheap loaf of bread. Mentally adding up her purchases, she realized she still had no dairy.

      Damn it, I had hoped to get four days of food out of that twenty. But it needed to be done. Milk was too hard to manage, so she picked out a carton of plain yogurt for herself and let Dylan select his own. The little tub of strawberry mango made him almost as happy as a cookie would have. Almost.

      Okay, only a dollar over. Not too bad. She walked to the checkout and let Dylan pile the groceries on the conveyor belt, a tricky proposition when she had to hold him and the basket to do it. Baylee scanned the display screen with careful eyes. Counting her change, she called goodbye to the cashier and trudged slowly out into the dusk.
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      “Mr. Milligan?” The blond with the tied-up plaid shirt and daisy duke shorts gave him a flirtatious grin, leaning forward so the somewhat less than convincing cleavage threatened to spill out of her top.

      He glanced up from the incident report he was writing. I hate incident reports. Why on earth did that bimbo have to try and play two cowboys against each other after they'd each had three beers? Chase sighed. A new table was not in the budget. There had to be a way to salvage the damaged one. Meanwhile, his waitress needed him.

      “Yes, Carrie?”

      “The margarita machine in the karaoke bar is on the fritz again. Jake wants to know if you can please come out and fix it?” she batted her false eyelashes at him.

      Carrie's baby blue contact lenses didn't appeal much, but the margarita machine did need his attention, so he sighed, hoisted himself to his feet and left the report on the desk. Raking his hands through his shoulder-length reddish-brown hair, he plopped his Stetson back on his head and stalked irritably after the flirtatious waitress. Looks like it's gonna be another long night at the club.
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      “Come on, Bay. Please? For me?” Shelby wheedled. Her husband rolled his eyes.

      “Sorry, Shel,” Baylee replied softly, shoving a strand of limp, brown hair from her eyes. “I just don't feel like singing anymore.”

      “I don't understand what happened to you,” Shelby said, grabbing Baylee's hand and squeezing it. “You used to love to sing, you did it all the time. What happened to your inner light, girl? You're looking more like a worn-out shell every day.”

      Baylee bit down on the lip to keep it from trembling. If only you knew… but I'll never tell. No point. “Can I borrow your phone?”

      “No,” Shane insisted. “You've called my mother-in-law twice. She raised five children of her own and two foster children. If there's an emergency, she'll let us know, so stop bothering her.”

      Baylee looked down at the table. Her discomfort at being separated from Dylan in the evening just wouldn't dissipate. A gnawing sense of dread grew in her belly, making her want to retch. She sipped her water. Nothing is wrong, worrywart. Chill out. You're ruining this evening for your friends. Friends who had paid her cover charge and ordered her an appetizer and a beer. Friends who wanted to see the happy, confident Baylee they'd once known. She shoved a little pile of spilled sugar around with her index finger, creating a tiny mountain and then flattening it. If only life's mountains were so easy to tame.

      “I'll sing,” she said.

      “Great!” Shelby gushed. Shane shrugged.

      The previous song ended, and Baylee rose, took a gulp of her drink, and slowly made her way to the stage.
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      As usual, the margarita machine was not so much broken as stuck. One deft adjustment and the sweet, spiked slush flowed freely again, leaving Chase coated to the wrist in sugar water. Grimacing, he wiped his hand on a towel and stalked back toward his office. If I want to get home before dawn, that incident report needs to be completed. His progress through the room was arrested by the sight of his assistant manager.

      “Cole!” he exclaimed, clapping the man on the shoulder. “You can't stay away even on your night off?”

      “My wife wanted to come. Have you met? Shelby, this is my manager, Chase Milligan. My wife, Shelby.” the man said in his London accent.

      Chase tipped his hat to the plumply pretty woman. She smiled, her round pink cheeks dimpling, and extended a hand.

      He grasped it, grimacing as his skin stuck to hers. “Sorry,” he said, his face heating. “Margarita mix.”

      “No worries,” she replied, rummaging in her purse. “Here.” She pulled out a baby wipe and extended it to him.

      “Shel!” her husband exclaimed. “It's been two years since David was potty-trained. Why are you still carrying those things?”

      “Potty trained kids are still messy,” she replied. “And they work for everything from ice cream to… well to margarita mix.”

      “That they do,” Chase replied. “Are you having a good time, Miz Cole? Did you try out the Karaoke machine?”

      Shane rolled his eyes again. “My wife couldn't sing her way out of a paper bag.”

      “It's true,” she agreed, laughing. “We're here because my friend is an excellent singer. She's on the stage now. Isn't she great?”

      The sound of a lilting female voice filtered through the bar and captured Chase's attention. He turned as though drawn by a magnet and saw the slender figure and long brown hair of the dainty lady who'd featured heavily in his obsessive thoughts of late. Baylee, here in my bar? And Shane Cole's wife is her friend? Perfect. “You know her?”

      “Baylee? Sure. We've been friends for years,” Shelby replied.

      “Why do you want to know, boss?” Shane asked.

      “Well,” he tried for nonchalance again. Maybe in the dim lighting of the karaoke bar, he would be able to pull it off. Turning a chair sideways, he slouched on it. The report can wait when Baylee's around. “I've noticed her. She's cute. I'd like to ask her out, but she holds back. Do you know why?”

      Shelby gave him a considering look. “She doesn't tell me everything, and I'm not sure that what I do know is fair game to share, but she's a nice girl. Well worth pursuing, if you can get past her defenses.”

      “Any idea how I might go about doing that?” he asked.

      Shane raised his eyebrow and made a disgusted face. “Don't bother. The girl was okay a few years back, but now she's just a user. She'd probably go for you, being as how you have money, but are you sure that's the kind of girl you want?”

      “Quiet, Shane,” his wife snarled, smacking him on the arm. “That's not true at all. She's got some kind of money trouble, I think.”

      “Bull,” Shane replied. “She works two jobs. How broke can she be?”

      As Chase listened to the rapid back-and-forth exchange, an idea slowly percolated in the back of his mind. “Shane, I could be wrong, but… I don't think that's it. I gave her my card. She knows I'm not broke, and she still won't talk to me.”

      Both of the Coles stared at him.

      “Um, Mr. Milligan, how long have you been trying to get Baylee to go out with you?” Shelby asked in a timid, subdued voice.

      Damn, so much for nonchalance. “A few weeks… maybe six?” he said.

      Shane quirked his eyebrow again, in amusement this time. “So, you must really want her to be quality people,” he commented. Then he ducked as his wife swung at him again. He grabbed her wrist. The moment she stopped struggling, he kissed the back of her hand and laid it on his knee.

      Chase shook his head. Those two have some relationship.

      Not sure what to say next, he listened to the girl he couldn't stop thinking of as his. Such a pretty voice. Such a pretty lady.

      “Boss,” Shane said, waving his hand between his boss and the stage. Chase blinked and focused on his assistant manager.

      “Yes?”

      “Shelby's trying to ask you something.”

      Chase turned his attention to the table.

      “Do you want me to plead your case?” she asked.

      He regarded her, considering, but his attention gradually drifted back to the stage. He watched Baylee sing, listened to her sweet voice. How can I want someone so much, let alone a stranger? Could I survive another heartbreak?

      Reason played no part in his obsession. He was beyond protecting himself. Something about Baylee drew him and wouldn't be denied.

      She finished singing and descended the steps amid a flurry of applause. Ignoring the accolades and calls for an encore, she returned to her table, her eyes fixed on Shelby, not noticing him.

      “Well, how was that?” she asked. Her eyes sparkled in the dim light of the flameless candle on the table. The flush of her cheeks glowed even in the darkness.

      “Beautiful, honey,” Shelby took her hand and gave a gentle squeeze. She glanced at her husband and narrowed her eyes, warning him.

      “Very nice,” Shane muttered under his breath.

      Baylee moved to sit, sinking down gracefully…. right onto Chase's lap. She felt surprisingly light.

      He was unable to resist the temptation to wrap his arms around her waist. “Hello, Baylee,” he murmured against her ear.

      For an infinitesimal fraction of a second, he could have sworn her body relaxed against him, and when she moved it was not with a startled jump. She merely rose and turned. “You.”

      “Yes, ma'am,” he replied contritely, tilting his Stetson in her direction. “How are you this evenin'?” While the drawl was real, he deliberately accentuated it, trying to sound like a good old boy.

      “It was better before you showed up,” she replied.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Shelby turn to her husband and level a see, I told you so glare in his direction.

      “I'm sorry you feel that way,” Chase said, dropping his insouciant air in favor of his usual intensity. “The sight of you made my evening so much better.”

      That hint of awareness flared in her eyes again. She gave him a deep, appraising stare. He returned her gaze steadily, willing her to soften.

      “Baylee, I wasn't aware you knew my husband's supervisor,” Shelby said.

      “I don't,” the girl replied, not breaking eye contact with Chase. “He comes into the bookstore now and again and tries to pick me up with smoldering glances and cheesy pick-up lines.”

      “Really, Baylee, that's a bit harsh,” he protested. “I may smolder, but I'm never cheesy.”

      She stared, her expression blank, for an endless moment before a giggle escaped. Then another. She clapped both hands over her mouth, but it was too late.

      Baylee's laughing. It's a foot in the door. Chase grasped her hand and pulled her down onto his lap again. “There. Now the evening is perfect.”

      He waited for her to struggle, but again, that odd stillness washed over her, for longer this time. She poised, as though in deep contemplation, on his lap, her soft, warm bottom compressed against his Wranglers.

      “Aren't you on the clock, boss?” Shane said.

      Chase cursed under his breath. He gently set Baylee on her feet and sighed. “Yeah, I am. It was good to see y'all. Baylee, I'll be smoldering my way around your bookstore soon.”

      As he stalked away, he heard Shelby saying, “You should give him a chance. He's a good guy, and goodness knows you need to get out more.”

      “I can't,” Baylee replied, the regret in her voice audible even over the din in the room. “I mean, don't get me wrong, he's really attractive, but I don't have time for men or relationships.”

      “That one is worth making time for,” Shelby replied.

      If Baylee added to the conversation, Chase didn't hear it. Damned report. Holding Baylee is so much more fun than ordering new chairs.
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      “That one is worth making time for,” Shelby said, her eyes glued to the perfect ass cupped by Chase's form-fitting Wranglers.

      Baylee's mouth watered a bit. Why the hell did I have to meet such a hottie NOW when I can't do anything about it? If things were different… If things were different, she'd be in really hot water with that one.

      “I know,” she said sadly. Then she shook her head. “I think I should go. I'm ruining y'all's evening.”

      “You're not,” Shelby insisted. Baylee glanced at Shane. He was giving her a penetrating, unreadable look, as though not sure what to make of her. Strange, considering she'd known him for years. They had never been friends exactly, but he shouldn't be surprised by her. “You don't have to rush off,” he said softly.

      Baylee blinked. To cover her confusion, she took a sip of beer.

      A plate of wings had arrived while she was singing. The savory aroma of chicken in teriyaki sauce made her stomach knot. She glanced at her friends and swallowed a mouthful of saliva.

      Shane frowned and his wife punched his arm. He pushed the food in her direction.

      Her fingers trembled as she lifted a hot, sticky wing and took a bite. Slow, Baylee. Don't gobble. Don't rush. She forced herself to nibble the food.

      Shelby gave her a sympathetic glance.

      Baylee looked away. Don't pity me, she urged her friend silently. You have no idea how blessed I am.

      Another hour passed. The tension eased, and the three friends chatted and listened to the singers, rating them as though they were reality TV show judges. For Baylee, it felt like stepping back in time, back to when things had merely been a little difficult. Shane was treating her like his wife's friend again, and not a leech sucking his blood. The fact that he was paying for her evening out no longer seemed to stick in his craw. They eventually managed to put away three baskets of wings and some house cut fries too. With food in her belly, Baylee felt safe to drink half her beer. The alcohol relaxed her. It also went straight to her bladder.

      “Excuse me,” she told her friends, rising from the seat. “I'll be right back.”

      She crossed the rough-hewn floorboards, kicking aside peanut shells as she went, towards the ladies' room. It was down a narrow hallway with offices along the opposite wall. The door of the GM's office stood ajar, and a familiar head bent over a desk. Long, calloused fingers gripped a pencil, which flew over a sheet of orange paper.

      She indulged herself in a long look. Chase Milligan is too handsome for his own good, she thought, even with his too-long reddish-brown hair touching his collar. His Stetson had been flung onto a nearby chair. His suntanned face was fixed in jaw-clenching concentration, calling her attention to the carefully unshaven line of his taut chin. The stubble set off his sculpted cheekbones as well. I'd like to nibble every inch. Shaking her head at her errant thoughts, Baylee hurried into the bathroom.
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      At first, Chase was so deeply involved in his report he didn't notice the soft, intense conversation taking place outside his office door. His ears heard the words, but his mind didn't take them in.

      “There you are, Bay-bee,” a rough voice snarled. “I knew you were here.”

      “That's not my name, Sly, and you know it.”

      The outraged squeak of a female voice penetrated Chase's work fog. “Let me go, asshole. Take your hand off me.”

      Chase looked up in time to see a flash of color pass his door. The voice continued hissing in a furious undertone, “Stop it, Sly! Let me go! Where are you taking me?”

      “It's time for us to have a little chat, Bay-bee,” the male voice replied from down the hallway, the sound retreating away from the bar toward the employee-only exit.

      Chase flew out of his chair and raced into the hallway, staring in consternation as the door into the alley swung shut. He followed. Easing the heavy steel away from its frame just enough to slip his shoulders through, he emerged into the dark, empty alley.

      Chase stepped with care to prevent his boots from clunking on the bricks beneath his feet. He scanned the night. Nothing to the left. He turned to the right where a slight figure struggled quietly with a much larger, bulkier one. His jaw clenched.

      “Let me go,” Baylee insisted, louder and with more urgency.

      “No, ma'am,” the unknown man replied. “We're going to have a little talk, you and me. It was wrong what you did, girl. Really wrong. How could you treat Blade that way?”

      “Blake,” she replied, emphasizing the name, “is a rich little wanna-be and a criminal. I don't owe him anything and neither do you. I can't believe you tracked me down. Go home, Sly. You're not in Corpus, and there are real gangs here. It would be very dangerous for you to be caught here by those scary thugs.”

      “Shut up, Bay-bee,” the man replied. “Blade is one of us. And you do owe him something… the truth! Don't you think he deserves to know?”

      “No,” Baylee replied. “He doesn't deserve anything from me. He ruined my life. Now get out of here. Go home and leave me alone.”

      “Oh, I'm going all right, Bay-bee, and you're coming with me.”

      “Like hell!” She brought her knee up.

      The man dodged and threw her to the ground, stepping over her with triumph on his unshaven face.

      She screamed.

      Chase covered the distance between him and his lady before he realized he was moving. Up close, the man was shorter than him but bulky. He wore a dirty wife-beater undershirt with an unbuttoned plaid shirt over the top. Tattoos covered the exposed parts of his chest and climbed onto his neck.

      All this Chase took in in the second required to drive a furious fist into the man's cheek.

      Baylee's attacker grunted and went down, unbalanced by the blow. Chase kicked him in the belly, relishing how the air was forced from his lungs in a pained grunt.

      He stood over the fool Baylee had called Sly, looking down with contempt, and said, “You're from Corpus?”

      “Yes,” Sly answered quietly, wiping a smear of blood from his lip.

      “You'd best get your ass back there A.S.A.P. Baylee is my woman, and no one messes with her on my watch, you got that?”

      The man muttered something incoherent. Chase kicked him again, a little harder this time, the steel-reinforced toe of his Roper making contact with his ribs.

      “I didn't hear you. What did you say?” he asked mildly.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Chase smirked as the gangster slunk away into the darkness. “You okay?” he asked, extending a hand. Baylee grasped it and he hoisted her to her feet. Standing, she was petite, but not as small as he had expected, especially for as light as she was.

      “I'm fine,” she replied, but he could see she had a scrape on her arm. Not thinking, he crushed her into a tight hug. Again, she seemed to melt in his arms, letting her forehead rest against his shoulder.

      “I'm not your woman,” she mumbled into his shirt.

      “I know. Damned shame,” he replied, rubbing her back.

      She looked up into his face, the flickering streetlamp illuminating the dark shadows under her eyes. Thin lines bracketed her mouth.

      She's too young to have marks like that. What's gone so terribly wrong in her life? Between those tiny grooves, plump lips beckoned, ragged with worried chewing, but pink and pretty, nonetheless. He bent his head and touched his mouth to hers. The tender flesh compressed sweetly, and her arms snaked around his neck. After a delicious moment, he released her lips, squeezed her once, and then led her back into the Karaoke room.

      Shelby saw them first. She jumped to her feet and attempted to pluck Baylee from his arms. He tightened his grip.

      “Where have you been?” the blond exclaimed. “You were gone so long!”

      “Baylee had a little scare,” he said, answering for her, “but she's okay now. I'm going to take her home. Here, sweetheart. Sit with your friends while I clock out.”

      “No worries,” Shane interjected. “I'll clock you out. Take Baylee. She seems to need you.”

      Chase glanced down and saw her looking up at him with huge, uncertain eyes. Her expression pleaded with him for something he didn't understand.

      “Thanks, Shane,” Chase said, his arm tightening on Baylee's waist as he walked her to the door. She made no attempt to move away from him. Wrapping her arm around her waist, she clung, refusing to let go when he opened the door of his black Silverado and handed her into the cab.

      “It's okay, honey,” he said gently, brushing his lips over her forehead. She's a lot more shaken than I realized. He closed the door and circled the truck quickly, vaulting into the cab.

      “Where to, Baylee?” he asked as he pulled his door shut behind him.

      She gave him a blank-eyed look.

      “Baylee.” He snapped his fingers next to her ear.

      She started, finally focusing.

      “Where do I drop you off?”

      “Chase?” Her voice wavered.

      He reached across and took her hand, pulling her to the middle of the bench seat and buckling her in right beside him. He hugged her around the shoulders, and she sagged against him.

      “I'm right here, Baylee. I'm taking you home. Where do you live?”

      She remained silent a moment before replying, “Brazos Circle. You know where that is?”

      “Sure,” he replied. He released her to grip the wheel, so he could negotiate the turn out of the parking lot, and then south towards a residential area on the outskirts of town. As soon as he was cruising comfortably, he took Baylee's hand again. Her skin felt icy cold despite the Texas heat.

      “Are you okay?” he asked again.

      “Yeah,” she replied, a little more convincingly this time. “Aren't you going to ask me who that was?”

      “No,” he replied. “Everyone has a past, Bay. I've already decided that whatever yours is, I'm okay with it.”

      “Famous last words,” she replied, and she didn't mean it as a joke. The irony in her voice bit at him.

      “Try me,” he replied. “Tell me something you think will scare me off. See what happens.”

      “Why, Chase?” she demanded. “Why are you so determined to be with me? I'm nothing special.”

      He shook his head. “You're wrong, Bay. You are special. I can see it.”

      She squeezed his hand and whispered something indistinguishable under her breath.

      “What was that?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” she replied. “Life isn't fair, that's all.”

      “It isn't,” he agreed. “But people can be. Come on, Bay. Level with me. At least tell me why you keep shutting me down. Don't say you don't have time. That's not it. You could make time if you wanted to, and unless I'm very much mistaken, my attraction is not completely one-sided.”

      He dared glance in her direction.

      She was picking at her cuticle.

      He squeezed her hand, arresting her nervous movement, and then returned his attention to the road. Friday night in Dallas was no time to be distracted.

      “You're not mistaken.” The soft words warranted another quick look.

      “Say that again, Baylee. I want to be sure I didn't misunderstand.

      “You're not mistaken. You know you're an attractive man, Chase. It's flattering to get attention from you. I like it. But my life is… it's not right for me to be dating.” She squeezed his hand, and then her gentle fingers turned to stroking.

      Her soft caress aroused him instantly. He shifted uncomfortably in the seat, trying to stop his erection from pressing into the seam of his jeans. Damn it, woman, make up your mind! Do you want me or not? “At least can you tell me why it's not right? Are you married?” He felt her finger. No ring.

      “No, I've never been married. There are… other reasons.”

      He turned into her subdivision. The houses there looked like they'd been stamped out in a press. All identical except the trim color. The big two-story structures crowded cheek by jowl, so close a person could spit out one window into another. Neighborhoods like this always made Chase feel itchy. He pulled up in front of one of the buildings and parked along the curb.

      “Can you please tell me at least one of those reasons, Bay? If you want me, and I want you, but we can't be together, is it asking too much to try to understand why?”

      He turned to face her, sliding one knee onto the seat in the tiny space between their bodies. She was giving him those haunted eyes again. He raised one hand to her face and she leaned her cheek into his palm.

      “Trust me,” he said softly. “I don't want to hurt you, Baylee.”

      “I know,” she replied. Her eyes slid closed, apparently enjoying the heat of his skin against hers. “Okay. One fact. I don't live in this house.”

      He blinked. “Then why are we here. Do you not want me to know where you live?”

      “It's not that. I'm not making up addresses to keep you guessing. This is Shane and Shelby's house. The reason I'm here is that… well, you know they have two kids, right?”

      Chase thought. “Yes. I believe Shane has mentioned them a few times,” he commented, wondering what she was getting at.

      “Well, Shelby's mother is here right now, watching the boys. That's why they were able to get out together.”

      She nestled her cheek against his hand. He traced her plump bottom lip with his thumb. She pursed her lips, kissing it. He smiled with one side of his mouth.

      “And?”

      “And she's also… also watching… my son.”

      Chase's world shifted around him until he actually felt dizzy with it. “You have a son?”

      He felt rather than saw her nod against his palm. “Dylan. He's three.”

      “Three? You must have been in high school when you had him.” The inane comment slipped out before he could stop it.

      “No, Chase. I was twenty-two. I'm twenty-five now.”

      “And that man in the parking lot, was that his…”

      “Sly? No, he's not Dylan's father. He's a friend of his. I don't know how on earth he found me, or why, but Dylan's father hasn't been in my life since before my son was born. He never will be again.”

      “And that's because…?”

      “He's in prison.”

      Chase took another minute to process the information. On the one hand, pursuing a mother was a different proposition than trying to date an unencumbered woman. On the other… “I like children. I'm also thirty-two. Lots of women have kids. It's okay with me.”

      “I didn't tell you to run you off,” she said, “but if I'm even going to consider changing my life plans to include the possibility of… you, you need to know. Do you understand now why I was reluctant? My whole life revolves around Dylan. I can't let just anyone near him.”

      “I get that, Baylee,” he told her, “but I swear to you, I would never hurt him. Unless you want to be alone forever, you have to let someone get to know you both.”

      “I would rather be alone forever than risk Dylan's safety.”

      Chase gave a little tug.

      Baylee went sprawling against his chest, but instead of pulling back, she cuddled up. He kissed her hair. “You can trust me, Bay. Please give me the chance to prove it to you.” He gave her a look of deep concern. “Let me help you.”

      “Don't pity me,” she said fiercely, clearly misinterpreting his expression. “You have no idea how blessed I am. But…I need time, Chase. I have to think about this. Please don't rush me.” Her eyes pleaded with him.

      “Okay, I'll give you a little space, sweetheart. Only promise me you won't disappear, okay? Otherwise, I'm going to track you down at the bookstore again.”

      She smiled.

      “You didn't really hate me being there, did you?” he asked, pressing.

      “Yes,” she replied, “because I kept thinking how adorable you are and…”

      Her words were swallowed up as his mouth crashed down on hers. He no longer expected her resistance, and in fact, she provided none. Her lips clung sweetly to his, and when he touched her with his tongue, she opened. He shifted, sliding her along the bench seat so he could get out from behind the steering wheel.

      Chase kissed Bailey, one hand in the back of her hair, pinning her head in place, the other around her waist. She wriggled closer to him, clutching his shoulders as she submitted to his ravaging embrace. At last, lack of oxygen forced him to lift his head. He looked down into her pretty brown eyes. She looked stunned, maybe slightly dizzy, and her lips were parted. It was an invitation he could not refuse. He dipped his head again.

      Again, Baylee let him. Her hands crept to the back of his neck, and she played with his hair as he teased the inside of her mouth.

      The fire in Chase's blood quickly eroded away all possibility of rational thought. He pressed against Baylee, tilting her backwards onto the seat and covering her body with his. His lips left hers to trail along her jawline to her ear, where he nipped her. She moaned. He ground his body against hers, letting her feel what he wanted.

      “Chase, stop,” she said, pushing against his shoulder.

      He nuzzled into her neck. She melted under his ministrations. “The mouth says no, but the body says yes,” he murmured.

      His words snapped him out of his passion haze. That's a terrible thing to say, Chase Milligan. What's wrong with you? The mouth says no, discussion over. He levered himself upright in the seat and pulled her up beside him.

      “I'm sorry,” he said. “I didn't mean to go that far.”

      She shook her head. “It wasn't your fault. I know I was giving off mixed signals. It's been a long time and… I've needed a hug more than ever lately.”

      “Can you tell me why?”

      “No, not yet,” she replied. “Maybe soon. We'll see. But there is something you should know.”

      “What's that?”

      “I'm not going to have sex with you.”

      He frowned at her blunt words. “Any particular reason why?” he asked dryly.

      “Yes,” she replied. “The first time around, sex didn't do me any favors. I'm a preacher's kid, Chase. I've also learned my lesson. No wedding ring, no sex.” She gave him a half-smile that made his heart turn over.

      “Well, I won't say I love the idea of a long, slow courtship with no intimacy, but I can respect your position.” Damn it, Mama. Did you have to raise me to be a gentleman? “Only, let's not kiss too much, okay? It gets a bit painful.” He pushed unconsciously at the throbbing ache inside his jeans.

      She pouted, actually poking out her delicious lower lip. “Does that mean no hugs?”

      Chase stroked the silky softness of Baylee's hair. “Baby, if you agree to date me, I'll hug you for hours.”

      This time, her smile was full-lipped, sparkly-eyed beautiful.
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      “Um, boss?” Shane said. They had just chased out the last customers and were tidying up The Wrangler Room, as the Country and Western wing of the club was called. Shane wiped down the old-fashioned wood bar with a damp cloth. Chase picked up the fragments of a broken beer mug from the corner.

      “What's up?” Chase asked.

      “Shelby wanted me to invite you to church with us tomorrow night.”

      Chase picked up another shard of slivered glass, trying not to shove it into his palm. “Church? I don't know. I haven't been since I was a kid. Besides, I'm divorced. Don't they have issues with that?”

      Shane chuckled. “Nah. It's a Methodist church. They're pretty open-minded. Besides, it's the new millennium. Churches that put restrictions on divorcées don't last long. You'll be fine.”

      Chase made a face. “I don't have much faith, Shane. Life sucks. Where's God in that?”

      “Still there, whether you believe or not.”

      They had never talked about this before, and the conversation made Chase uncomfortable. “I don't know about that.”

      Shane shrugged. “You don't have to know all the answers, boss. Sometimes it's enough just to acknowledge the questions. At any rate, Shelby wanted me to invite you. She thought you might enjoy it. If not, no big deal, but at least I can tell my wife I asked.”

      “Been in the doghouse lately, have you?” Chase quipped, turning the conversation to teasing humor.

      “A bit,” Shane admitted, dropping the rag and scrubbing his fingers over his bare scalp. His thick, dark eyebrows drew together. “Shel's still mad at me about Baylee. Thinks I've been unfair to her. But what am I supposed to think? She went from friend to mooch almost overnight.”

      Chase dumped the fragments into one of the huge black trashcans he'd hauled out of the kitchen. “Seems to me, if someone changes overnight, it's a reason to ask questions, not shut them out,” he commented, glad to change the subject.

      “I guess.”

      His eagerness to put Baylee down didn't sit well with Chase. While Baylee was still reluctant to open up with him, she'd called him twice. They'd talked for an hour each time. Shallow conversations, to be sure, but interesting ones. She hadn't told him what her problem was, and he hadn't pressed her, preferring to let her get comfortable with the idea of him being part of her life. Several times she'd started to speak and stopped herself, but he could feel the desire to let go building in her, even over the phone.

      The next time she calls, I'll ask her out again. I have a feeling she might be ready. But what should I ask her to do? She doesn't really seem like a dinner and a movie kind of girl.

      A little light bulb went off in Chase's brain. The zoo! I could ask her and her son to the zoo! I can tell her it isn't a date if that makes her feel better. I bet her kid hasn't been to many zoos either, if they're as broke as Shane said.

      “Boss, you still with me?” his assistant manager asked, drawing him back to reality.

      “Yeah, Shane. I'm with you.”

      Shane chuckled. “If I didn't know better, I'd think you were lost in a pair of big brown eyes. If you want to stare at your girl, shouldn't she be here?”

      “Ha, ha,” Chase replied dryly. Then an idea occurred to him. “Why don't you bully your wife into giving me Baylee's number? Then I can call her.”

      “I don't think she has a phone,” Shane informed him.

      Chase furrowed his brow. “No phone? How is she calling me?”

      “She comes to my house,” he replied. “You know, it might be cheaper for us all if you just marry her.”

      Chase grinned but didn't answer.

      “So, about church?” Shane pressed.

      “I'll think about it.”
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      Chase had every intention of slinking quietly into the church and sitting in the back and would have succeeded if Shelby hadn't seen him first. So naturally, she introduced him to everyone. Absolutely everyone, until names swam around in his head like catfish at the bottom of a river. Still dazed, he let her pull him into a red-upholstered pew.

      Chase ran one finger over the smooth wooden arm before fixing his eyes on the magnificent stained-glass window at the front of the sanctuary. It depicted Jesus rising to Heaven with the disciples standing below, their gazes both beatific and a bit sad. The level of detail astonished him, given that it was nothing more than an assortment of colored glass fragments and solder.

      The music minister stepped into the pulpit and urged the congregation to look up at the screen. As Chase watched, a projector shot the lyrics of a praise chorus onto it. It was an old one, and Chase recalled the melody from back when as a kid he used to go to services with his grandma.

      A small commotion interrupted the song as the door at the back of the sanctuary swung open and a child's voice cut through the singing. A female voice attempted, unsuccessfully, to hush the chatter, and then emitted a soft sound of surprise. A moment later, a presence filled the empty space beside him. He glanced and smiled to see the petite frame and long brown hair of his favorite lady. A small blond boy perched on her hip. He wanted to put his arm around her shoulders but decided against it. The child—what is his name? Oh yes, Dylan—doesn't know me, and I don't want to upset him. If all these two have is each other, Dylan might see me as a threat or a competitor for his mother's attention.

      Chase glanced at the boy again. He looked like his mother, with delicate features and big brown eyes, but he must have gotten that golden hair from his father. Cute kid. Chase smiled.

      The song ended, and the pastor said, “Please be seated.”

      Baylee plunked her little boy onto her lap. He turned sideways, his back to Chase, and began driving a toy car over the leg of his jeans. Chase dared to move his hand across the space between him and Baylee and slip it into hers.

      She allowed the contact, lacing her fingers through his and squeezing. He rubbed her thumb. Now I'm glad I came.

      As the service continued, Chase lost the feeling of discomfort. In fact, contentment seemed to radiate from the walls of this place, as though a combination of loving, open-hearted people and the divine presence had wrapped around him in a welcoming hug. I belong here. I'm wanted. My presence is appreciated. That's what it used to feel like back then too. How did I forget?

      He knew how. Teenage restlessness had stolen his sense of peace in his life. His parents' divorce had lent itself to the feeling of disenchantment. Losing Candace had been the last straw. He'd thought faith, like hope, was dead. What had reawakened both in him?

      Baylee did. But how could she have? He barely knew her. What is it about her that inspired my desire to trust? He didn't know. Maybe the desire itself was a sign of internal healing. Why Baylee? The question had no answer, but her hand felt right in his. The scent of her hair, the memory of her gentle hug, the taste of her soft lips. It surpassed reason, digging into his heart at the deepest level, carving out a place, and nestling inside.

      You could get hurt again, the nagging doubt reminded him.

      He trailed his hand up her arm and laid it along the back of the pew, behind her shoulders. She moved closer to him, snuggling into the side of his body.

      If I get hurt, I get hurt. If I break, I break, but I will not miss this opportunity.
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      After the service, Chase wandered out to his truck, deep in thought. This evening had brought to light another piece of the perplexing puzzle that was Baylee Andrews. After the benediction he'd lingered, hoping to talk for a few minutes before she had to hurry her son home to bed. Instead, she'd scooted out of the sanctuary, toting Dylan with her. Chase had found her rummaging in the supplies closet. He thought back to that moment as he shut the door of his pickup and inserted the key into the ignition.
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      “What are you doing?” he asked, making her jump. The mop clattered to the floor and a roll of paper towels escaped the cleaning cart, slowly unrolling its way down the white-tiled hallway and coming to rest beside the third grade Sunday School room.

      He smoothed his gaffe with a hug, which she accepted, until Dylan's sour-faced scowl broke them apart.

      “I work here,” she said, by way of explanation. “I'm the custodian.”

      “Oh wow,” he replied. “So, you do work two jobs, then?”

      “Uh huh. See, I really don't have much time.” She twirled a strand of hair around her finger and bit her lip.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Why work two jobs?” At his nod, she explained. “I need childcare for Dylan. I earn enough at the bookstore to cover most of our expenses, but daycare is… really high. I had started attending services here before he was born and made a deal with the pastor. I would become the custodian in exchange for a full-time spot at the daycare for my son. He's my little helper.” She ruffled Dylan's hair. He glowered at Chase and clung to his mother's leg.

      Chase knelt on the floor and held out one hand, palm up, toward the child. “Hello, Dylan. My name is Chase. Your mom is my friend. I'd like to be your friend too.”

      “Dylan, remember your manners,” Baylee said gently. “You shake hands when you meet someone.”

      The boy stuck out his hand and also his lip.

      Ignoring the pout, Chase took the tiny palm in his and pumped twice. He remained on one knee and addressed his next words directly to the child. “Now then, I have a question for both of you. I was hoping to have some fun at the zoo one day soon, but it's pretty boring there if you're alone. Do you think the two of you might be able to come with me? The weather is supposed to be nice. Bay, what days are you off?”

      “Saturday morning,” she replied.

      Wow. Only one day off? No wonder she looks so frazzled. “I can manage a Saturday morning. It's not a busy time at the club. What do you say, Dylan? Does that sound good to you?”

      The boy screwed his lips to the side in deep concentration. At last, he looked up at Chase, his brown eyes hopeful, and said, “Can we see the tigers?”

      “Sure thing, buddy,” Chase replied with an easygoing smile.

      Dylan considered that smile and offered a tentative one of his own.

      Chase ruffled his hair before turning his eyes upwards to see Baylee regarding the exchange with an unreadable expression. “That okay with you, Bay?”

      She nodded. “Sounds good. I'll call you and we can make a plan. Sorry to chase you off—” She giggled at her unintended pun. “—but I have to work. The longer I stand in this hallway the later it will be when I finish. Luckily all I have to do is empty the trashcans and clean the bathrooms in the foyer and the nursery. I did the rest before the service. Shouldn't take more than a half-hour if I get going.”

      “I understand.” He stood. Her expression had turned hopeful, just as her son's had a moment ago. Chase held out his arms. Baylee stepped close and he enfolded her, touching his lips to her forehead. “Thank you,” he murmured.

      “For what?” Her gentle exhalation warmed his neck.

      “For letting me try. For giving me a chance.”

      She smiled. One more squeeze of her slender waist and he'd released her, walking down the hallway toward the parking lot. At the door, he'd turned, seen her still staring after him.

      Their eyes met, and she blew him a kiss.
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      The following Monday, at eleven in the morning, Chase picked Baylee up outside the church. She stood under the portico, her long hair swirling in the breeze. Her eyes sparkled even in the shade. She wore a pair of well-broken-in and rather ragged blue jeans and a fitted black tee shirt. Her hand clung to that of a small, golden-haired boy in denim shorts and a faded green tee with a dinosaur on it. They both wore sandals. Thank goodness it's supposed to be a warm day.

      Chase jumped down from the truck.

      “Did you get it?” she asked before even saying hello.

      “Yes, ma'am. One booster seat installed and ready. Hello there, Dylan. Are you ready to see that tiger?”

      “Yeah,” Dylan replied, bouncing up and down.

      “Dylan,” his mother said with a warning note in her voice.

      “Yes, sir,” the boy amended, giving Chase a contrite expression. “I forgot.”

      “That's okay, Dylan,” Chase replied, extending his hand.

      Dylan grasped it and pumped twice.

      “Chase,” Baylee said as she hoisted her son onto her hip and carried him towards the pickup.

      “Yes, Baylee?”

      “What would you like Dylan to call you? Sir is only going to go so far, but Mr. Milligan is a pretty big mouthful.”

      “He can call me Chase,” he replied. I called my mom's boyfriends by their first names, if I liked them, until she remarried.” Chase clicked the unlock button on his keychain and pulled open the back door of the truck.

      “What do you call her husband now?” Baylee asked as she loaded her son into the middle of the back seat, stretching to reach the seatbelt.

      Chase caught her arms. “Let me do it, I'm taller.” He fastened the belt and shut the door. “I call him the jackass.” He smirked.

      “Chase!”

      “Just kidding. Look, my dad took off when I was in middle school. He never came back. I call my mom's husband ‘Dad.’”

      Baylee smiled. She looked so pretty today, so relaxed, he couldn't resist kissing her once on the lips. Her smile had widened by the time he lifted his head.

      “Come on now, sweetheart,” he said, taking Baylee's hand and walking her around the pickup to the passenger's side. “Hop in before I lose it and kiss you silly right here in the church parking lot.”

      She giggled.

      “Um, why did you want me to pick you up here?” he asked.

      “Oh,” she replied, and then paused for a long moment as though deep in thought. “There was too much to clean up last night after the youth party at the church. I had to finish this morning.”

      “Oh. Where's your car?”

      She blushed as she climbed into the seat. “I don't have one.” She laid a finger on his lips heading off the question she must have seen lingering there. “I take the bus, or sometimes the DART. No need for a car in the Metroplex.”

      “I suppose,” he replied. He lifted her hand to his lips and then shut the door for her before vaulting into the driver seat and inserting the key into the ignition.

      “Hey, before we hit the zoo, do y'all want any lunch?” he asked.

      “YAY!” Dylan cheered.

      “No, that's okay,” Baylee countered. “Dylan, you just ate.” She turned to Chase. “I think he's going through a growth spurt.”

      “Well then, let's get that growing boy something to eat,” Chase replied. “Can't get big and strong if you're hungry.”

      He turned out of the parking lot and passed under a number of shady oak trees, which were beginning to sport their golden autumn coats.

      “Chase.” She laid a hand on his arm.

      “What, Baylee? I'm offering y'all some lunch as part of our day out. Why is that a problem?”

      “You're already paying for the zoo,” she said. “It's too much.”

      “A couple of burgers is too much?” he asked, not understanding. Her hand felt nice on his arm, so he grasped the wheel with one hand and with the other, he covered it, trapping her palm against his bicep. “Please, Bay. Let me do this. I don't want you or Dylan going hungry.”

      He glanced at her and the conflicted expression on her lovely face made his stomach clench. The hunger in her gaze was obvious, but so was a good bit of fear.

      “What's going through that mind of yours, Baylee?” he asked. “What's got you so worried? Are you afraid I'm going to expect something in return? I don't. I'm treating you to lunch. That doesn't come at a price, it's just something I want to do. Did you really think I would demand—” He glanced at the backseat and then returned his eyes to the road, “—that, in exchange for a simple lunch out? I'm a gentleman, Baylee.”

      “Oh,” she said, sounding both tentative and hopeful. His eyes left the road a moment to meet hers. The chocolate-colored depths gleamed with moisture.

      He shook her hand down his arm and grabbed it, lacing his fingers through hers.

      “What are you so worried about?” he asked softly.

      “Reliving the past,” she replied. “I can't afford another baby.”

      Oh, honey, no. He tightened his hand on hers. “Bay, you told me what you wanted, and I respect it. I will not push you, I promise. Besides, do you really think, if you were the mother of my child, that I would let you struggle on alone? There's no way. I'm not okay with how much you struggle as it is.”

      One tear escaped, and she quickly brushed it away.

      They drove through the Whataburger and picked up some chicken fingers for Dylan as well as burgers for both adults.

      “No gravy, please,” Baylee leaned across Chase to say into the speaker. “Sorry. He won't eat it and it's messy.”

      “I'm not complaining,” he said, trailing his fingers along her spine.

      She squeaked and bolted upright, almost taking out his nose in the process.

      “Easy, there, girl,” he said, laughing. Baylee, he saw, had recovered her smile.

      Chase ate one-handed as he navigated the Dallas streets, congested with lunch-rush traffic. Baylee nibbled her sandwich with ladylike little bites. He had a sudden, unintended thought of what that little mouth would feel like nipping him. He gulped and focused on the grubby green minivan in front of them, which was drifting slowly from one lane to the other.

      They arrived at the zoo about the time they finished eating. Baylee gathered up all the wrappers into a bag and tossed it in a trashcan beside the gate. Chase examined the entrance. Bold black letters in a huge orange block of a sign hung over the entrance, clearly a throwback to a bygone era. Chase shook his head at the dated exterior. The inside, however, was state of the art.

      Dylan stared in open-mouthed awe at the dizzying assortment of exotic creatures on display. Baylee had to hold him tight to keep him from climbing into the cage with a cassowary that stood at least a head taller than him. Laughing, she set him back on his feet.

      “Dylan, do I need to put you in a stroller?” she demanded.

      He stuck his lip out. “Strollers are for babies.”

      “Then keep your feet on the ground. Promise me?”

      He nodded.

      She held out her hand.

      “Nuh-uh,” he said, running to Chase and grabbing him.

      Chase felt a broad smile spreading across his face. The little hand in his felt natural. He met Baylee's eyes and raised one eyebrow in invitation.

      She slipped her fingers through his.

      Together they walked down the path, admiring gorillas and marmosets, elephants and boa constrictors. At last, they arrived at the tiger enclosure and Dylan pressed his face up against the thick glass in the observation shack.

      “Dy…” Baylee started.

      “Let him look,” Chase cut her off. “The tiger can't get through that.”

      “I know,” she said, “but look at how dirty it is.”

      “A few germs won't hurt him. Give his immune system something to do.”

      Baylee gave him a look. “Are you saying I'm babying him?” she asked in a pointed voice.

      He shook his head. “That's a mother's job, but maybe he would benefit from a second viewpoint.”

      She walked away from him, approaching the tiger enclosure. Her spine stiffened, and her slow, deliberate steps seemed to radiate tension.

      The large cat reclined against the glass, the tip of his tail twitching. Beyond, a colorful array of emerald foliage waved in the zoo-scented wind.

      Dylan wrinkled his nose. “Mommy, it stinks. What is that smell? Is that tiger poo?”

      “I think so,” Baylee replied.

      The boy chortled. “Tiger poo. Elephant poo. Rhino poo. Monkey poo.”

      “That's enough potty talk, son,” she said mildly.

      Chase approached her from behind and laid a hand on one shoulder. “Did I say something wrong?”

      She leaned her cheek against his hand. “No. You just hit on my insecurity. I wonder if I'll be able to do a good job for him alone. I mean, he's a baby now, but I already see signs of him missing out on having a father.”

      “Are you sure his actual father will never be in the picture again?” Chase asked. Maybe that's why she holds back. His stomach swooped. Does Baylee still love Dylan's father? Why can't I find a woman who isn't so conflicted? “You're thinking a long time.”

      “Trying to figure out how to say this right. If Dylan's father gets out of prison and turns his life around, I would consider visitation. As for myself, well, I could never trust him again. There's no future there.”

      A little whoosh escaped. “So, you're completely free, and your son needs a father.”

      She turned, looking up into his eyes. “Are you volunteering?” Then her lips closed as though to hold the question in, too late. Those deep brown eyes turned worried.

      Chase touched his lips to her forehead. “I might just do that,” he said.

      Baylee blinked. Her lips parted into a little O.

      Irresistible.

      He didn't prove he could resist the siren's lure of her mouth. He didn't even try. He kissed her startled moue until it melted into soft willingness. Should I take a little taste? No, it's a public place. Later. Later I'm going to kiss this lady within an inch of her life.

      He lifted his head. Without a word, he slipped his arm around her waist. When Dylan finally finished gawking at the tiger, he grabbed Chase's free hand and together they walked along the path that snaked through the zoo.
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      “Auntie Shelby!” Dylan yelled as he threw open the door and raced into the interior of his godmother's house, “We saw a tiger! A real tiger!”

      “I had a good time, Chase,” Baylee said, looking up through her eyelashes at her unexpected suitor. They stood side by side on the front step between two holly bushes.

      “I'm glad. I did too,” he replied. “So, do you think we can do things like this some more?”

      “Like what?” she played coy. “Going to zoos?”

      He laughed. “Going on dates, silly.”

      “With Dylan?” she asked, serious this time.

      “Sometimes,” he replied, just as earnest. “I know how important it is to our relationship that Dylan and I get along. I want to spend time with you alone too, though.”

      “Oh?” she quipped. “Why is that?”

      Chase's green eyes burned with emerald intensity. “You know why,” he said, pulling her close and planting a wet kiss on her mouth.

      “Chase?” she mumbled against her lips.

      “Hmmmm?”

      “I like this.”

      His arms encircled her, pulling her against his chest. The sensation of his warm, muscular chest, his powerful arms, and his firm, faintly moist lips compressing hers combined to make her feel safe like she could hardly remember. She laced her fingers through the back of his hair, dislodging his Stetson and sending it tumbling into the bushes.

      Chase didn't react to its loss. He clutched Baylee tight, his tender kiss turning hot and possessive. In his lusty embrace, a new heat arose in Baylee, one she remembered, but barely. One that made her question her resolve. A whimper escaped her.

      He lifted his head. “Was that little sound for me?” he asked.

      She nodded, biting her lip.

      “So, will you go out with me again?”

      “Yes, Chase. I don't know how, but I'll find a way.”

      “Please do,” he replied. He smudged his lips over hers once more before collecting his Stetson from the holly. Then, with a classic cowboy bob of the brim, he returned to his Silverado.

      Baylee waved as he drove away and then stepped over the threshold. Inside a formal living room the color of yellow roses, she leaned against the wall beneath a portrait of the family and waited for her heart to stop pounding.

      Shelby approached from the hallway, Dylan perched on her plump hip. The little boy had laid his head on her shoulder. His golden hair disappeared in her mass of curls.

      Baylee's heart clenched at the sight, but she played it off as a joke. “You can't have my son, Shel. If you want another, ask your husband to give you one.”

      “I know, Bay. I might just do that. I miss having a tiny one, and if I wait much longer, it'll be too late. He sure is a sweetie, but he’s all tuckered out.” Shelby patted Dylan's back. “Did he have fun at the zoo?”

      “He loved it,” Baylee replied.

      “And you, hon? Did you have fun? If those bruised lips are any indication, you've had a great time.”

      Baylee's fingertips went unconsciously to her lips. Do I look kissed? Do I care? “Yes.”

      “So, Chase is a good guy then, like I said?” Shelby pressed. Dylan let out a little snore in her ear.

      “Yes, he seems to be. Still, remember, it was our first date and I barely know him.” But her body and heart wanted to trust him. Treacherous emotions. Not good to trust. Don't follow your heart. Follow your head or you'll end up in enough hot water to drown yourself.

      “I suggest you get to know him, Bay.”

      “I plan to,” Baylee replied. “Soon. It's hard though. I have to work. I have no choice.”

      “I know, sweetie. I get that. But don't forget to live.”

      Baylee's eyes started to burn. She blinked them furiously, determined not to act like a baby. “Thanks, Shel.”

      “You're welcome. Hon, it's late. Do y'all want to stay here tonight?” Shelby offered.

      “What about Shane?” Baylee wanted to know.

      “He's working. We can deal with old grumpy in the morning.”

      Baylee tried to say no. She really did. But what came out was, “Okay.”

      “My hands are full,” Shelby said with an indulgent smile, “so you'll have to pull out the couch yourself. Let's go.”

      Baylee followed her friend through the yellow rose living room, down a carpeted hallway with more pictures of the family clustered on both walls, and into Shelby and Shane's comfortable family room where she pulled off brown sofa cushions dotted with quite a quantity of ice cream. She swept away a few stray Cheerios and unfolded a simple bed mechanism with a thin mattress on top of it. A set of ancient sheets in a pattern of purple flowers awaited the next overnight guest.

      I'll sleep like a queen tonight, she thought, wishing she could be ironic about it.
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      Two months later, Chase felt as though the sun had come out on his life. While Baylee's work schedule seemed to be all-consuming and incomprehensible, they had found time to go out on four dates—two without Dylan—all during the daytime. They also talked on the phone twice a week. The conversations remained shallow for the most part, revealing a hint of deeper waters to be explored at some later time, but not delving into them. He didn't push. For the moment, Chase was content to revel in the sound of his lady's voice, the smell of her hair and the sparkle in her eyes.

      He had also continued to attend church services each Wednesday night. He could remember sermons seeming boring back when he went as a kid, but now he was able to focus on what the pastor was saying, and he no longer felt that way. They were working their way through a series of sermons on family life. Taking it in with Baylee and Dylan sitting beside him felt right in a way he couldn't understand. He had no idea why he wanted to trust Baylee. After everything that had happened, it made no sense, but he just knew, somehow, that she was worthy of it. Every time they spoke that impression strengthened.

      Tonight, the specific topic had been about letting go of past mistakes and moving forward with life. Listening with his arm around Baylee's shoulders, he had been able to feel hope for his future in a way he had not experienced before, not since the divorce. No, before then. Not since Candace told me she didn't want children.

      Does Baylee want more children? Would be she willing, someday, if all this works out? He'd hugged her a little closer with that thought.

      Now, as he pulled onto the onramp of the expressway and carefully merged into the fast-flowing traffic, he couldn't dispel the sensation of her. His shirt smelled like her. How long has it been since I smelled like a hug? Actually, not that long. Not anymore. He smirked.

      He drove along in something of a daze, absently honking at a black SUV that had changed lanes abruptly, far too close to his bumper. I should call Shelby, thank her for inviting me to church. I bet she did it just for this reason… so I could see Baylee more often.

      He gripped the wheel with one hand and with the other dug into the pockets of his Wranglers, searching for his phone. Where is the stupid thing? It's usually in the back opposite my wallet. He could feel the wallet, an uncomfortable lump under his left butt cheek, but the right back pocket felt conspicuously empty.

      “Did it fall out?” He asked himself aloud. New jeans, such as the ones he was wearing, fit a little tighter than the well-broken-in pairs he normally wore to work. Maybe when I sat down in the pew, the phone squeezed out and is still lying there.

      Muttering under his breath, Chase wove between the cars and exited onto the service road, taking the first turnaround back to the church.

      You're wasting your time, the voice of reason nagged.

      “But Bay might still be working. She can let me in.”

      If she opens the door late at night, she's a fool. Go home. Get your phone in the morning. Despite the annoying little voice in his head, Chase's body refused to turn the car around. He arrived at the parking lot and pulled into a space near the door. Darkness cloaked the interior.

      No one there, see? Go home.

      He got out of the pickup anyway and crossed the parking lot quickly to pull on the handle. To his amazement, the door opened easily. There was only a small foyer to cross in the dark, and he managed not to run into anything. Pulling open one of the big double doors into the sanctuary, he groped along the wall and found a sliding switch hidden in the textured wallpaper. He lifted it just enough to illuminate the room safely. No good smacking your shins on a pew. Chase made his slow way up to the seats he'd shared with Baylee and her son. He reached over the wooden arm, groping into the seam between the seat and back cushions and jumped back.

      His hand had come in contact with something warm and soft.

      A quiet sound emerged from the pew and a dark head appeared over the seat.

      Chase stared in consternation. “Baylee?”

      She blinked. “Chase? Oh, God.” Her hands came up to cover her face.

      He quickly circled to the front of the pew. Baylee sat up the rest of the way. He saw she wore only in a pair of ragged lounge pants and a tank top.

      He joined her on the seat. Turning and tucking one knee onto the cushion, he took her hand in his. “Baylee, what are you doing here?” he asked in a soft, calm voice, but inwardly his soul was begging her not to speak the obvious answer. “Where's Dylan?”

      She indicated the pew in front of her. He peeked over the back of the seat and sure enough, the little boy lay sound asleep, his head resting on one of those stuffed animals that unfolds into a pillow, his thumb stuck in his mouth.

      “Okay, Bay. Spill. Why are you living in a church?”

      “We were evicted from our apartment for failure to pay.” She barely mumbled the words, and her face burned bright red with shame.

      “How long ago?”

      “About six weeks.”

      Chase closed his eyes.

      “Please, Chase. Don't pity me. I'm blessed.”

      Chase’s eyes snapped open, and he stared at Bailey, his forehead furrowing in consternation. “What do you mean, blessed?” he snapped. “You're living in a church. You're homeless, and you're so thin. Do you have enough to eat?”

      “Sometimes. I make sure Dylan gets enough.”

      “I'm sure. What about food stamps?”

      “Funny about that,” she replied. “You need an address. This is not a residence, so…”

      “Then how exactly are you blessed?”

      She smiled sadly. “I have a roof over my head, food to eat, and I have my son with me. What more can I ask for?”

      “A lot more,” Chase said. “Crashing in a church is not a blessing. It’s a nightmare, Baylee. I can't imagine how you can even cope from day to day.”

      “I have no choice, Chase. At least we're not out in the street.” She sounded numb, as though she couldn’t quite feel her lips.

      “You might as well be. Does the pastor know you're sleeping here?”

      She shook her head.

      “Come on. Get Dylan up. We're going,” he insisted.

      “Going where?”

      “To my place.”

      Her eyes widened. “I can't do that!”

      “Do you honestly think I'm giving you a choice?” He snapped. “I can't leave you two here.”

      “Chase!”

      “Hush.” He touched her lips in imitation of her earlier gesture. “Bay, you don't have to pretend to be happy anymore. You don't have to hide. Let me help you.”

      “I'm strong,” she said stubbornly.

      “I know, sweetheart,” he said. “You're so strong it amazes me, but no one should have to live like you do. And you don't anymore either. Come on, Bay. Let me take you home.”

      “I'm not going to sleep with you,” she said between her teeth, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes.

      “I'm not asking you to. I have a guest room. You and Dylan can sleep there. Once you're settled, we'll figure out what to do next, okay?”

      “Why, Chase?” she asked, her voice harsh with unreleased sobs.

      “Why what?”

      “Why do you never give up? Why do you keep on being so damned perfect?” She buried her face in her hands.

      “I'm not perfect, Bay.” He gathered her up, right onto his lap. “I just care about you. Come on. Let's go.”

      He didn't know why, but somehow his touch always seemed to melt her resistance. This time was no different. He felt the tension leave her shoulders, her spine, her arms, until she lay limp against him.

      He set her on her feet, bracing her with one arm around her waist and with the other, he reached over the pew and scooped Dylan into his arms. The little boy plunked his head down on Chase's shoulder and, after a series of snuffling baby snores, settled again.

      Baylee gathered up the boy's pillow and a backpack that rested near where his feet had been. For herself, she only had a rather large purse.

      “Is that everything?” he asked.

      “No, but it's everything I need for now,” she explained, “I have a couple outfits in the janitor closet, but I'll be back. I don't need them right away.” He noted how slurred her voice sounded, as though she were drunk with exhaustion.

      Carrying Dylan in one arm and holding Baylee upright with the other, he ushered his charges out to the pickup. Chase boosted her into the back seat and handed her son in beside her. Baylee buckled the seatbelt around Dylan in the booster he’d bought before their first date. She curled up beside him and closed her eyes. As Chase climbed into the seat, he heard soft respiration that suggested she had already fallen asleep.

      The clock on the dashboard read 9:45, but Chase had been conditioned to much later nights than this and did not feel the least bit sleepy. Pulling into the reserved spot outside his townhouse's front door, he carefully eased the sleeping child out of the back seat and carried him up the stairs, thankful for the carpet that muffled the thudding of his boots on the treads, and into the guest bedroom where he slid the little boy between the sheets before going back for Baylee.

      When both his unexpected guests and their gear were safely stowed in the spare bedroom, Chase retrieved a bottle of beer from the refrigerator and sank down on the sofa. Who would have guessed simply attending a church service would end up being such a momentous event?
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      Baylee woke to sunlight streaming in through a window, hitting her closed eyelids. Oh dear. If it's that bright already, I'll have to hurry to get out before the daycare workers arrive, or, heaven forbid, the pastor.

      Her eyes snapped open. The clear white light had not been colored by passing through stained glass. She looked directly at a sunny window with open wooden blinds. Under her shoulder was not the thin, coarse pew cushion. Instead, her body rested comfortably on a mattress covered by a soft, smooth sheet in the color of milk chocolate. A fluffy comforter in shades of brown, blue and cream covered her body. Dylan snored contentedly beside her. Tears stung her eyes and she blinked them away. I am not going to cry anymore. But she felt tempted, if for no other reason than that it had been so long since she'd slept in a bed.

      “Now what am I going to do?” she asked herself aloud. Clearly, Chase was not going to let her go back to her previous mess.

      And you don't want him to. You want him to figure out a solution.

      “Well, why not?” she asked herself aloud. “I haven't had any success.”

      She hoisted herself out of the bed and stretched before walking out into the hallway. It appeared the two bedrooms of the townhouse were located beside a sort of family room loft area. A waist-high wall opened into a two-story great room below. On this floor, two squashy brown faux-suede sofas sat at right angles to each other, one facing a large window, also covered with wooden blinds. A small table between the sofas held a simple black lamp with a white shade, along with a collection of dirty coffee cups and empty beer bottles. A plate with a few crumbs completed the look.

      She gathered the items and carried them down the stairs finding, as expected, a living room. This one was more formally furnished than the other, the sitting area tastefully appointed in leather. She smiled at the sight of a pair of dirty cowboy boots contrasting with the fancy space.

      To the left of the stairs, opposite the door, a peninsula with a granite countertop divided the open space from a galley kitchen. Though rather narrow, the room was long, with plenty of storage and preparation space. Chase stood in the corner between the sink and the refrigerator, moodily eyeing a chrome-colored coffee maker from which steam emerged in violent spurts. The fragrance of coffee perfumed the air.

      “Good morning,” she said.

      He turned, and she saw dark shadows under his green eyes.

      “Didn't you sleep well?”

      “Not really,” he replied. “I had a lot of thinking to do. Do you want some of this coffee?”

      “Yes, please,” she replied. She set the plates and cups in the sink and located a recycling bin in the corner near the back door. The bottles clinked as she dropped them in.

      “Sorry,” he said, though he didn't sound particularly embarrassed.

      “Don't worry,” she replied. “You weren't expecting company. What were you thinking about so very hard?” She stepped close to him and touched the skin between his eyebrows where a night of deep thoughts had left a tiny eleven. She rose on tiptoe and pressed her lips to the spot but dodged away before he could grab her.

      Smiling wryly, he pulled a clean cup from the cabinet and filled it with coffee, silently handing it to her before pouring one of his own.

      “So,” she said after taking a deep sip, “did your long night of thinking bring about any new ideas? If so, I'd love to hear one.”

      He shook his head. “Not yet, except to say you're welcome to stay with me as long as you need to. I don't want you homeless, Baylee, and that includes the church.”

      “I know,” she replied. “You're an absolute saint to offer. You have to let me help some with the rent.”

      He eyed her, considering. The eleven changed to a one as his left eyebrow lifted, the right furrowed. He looked so adorably perplexed, she had to conceal a shout of nervous laughter.

      She schooled her face into an expression of stubborn calm.

      “Okay,” he said at last. “Nominal rent along with housekeeping help. Does that suit you?”

      She smiled and dipped her chin in a brief nod.

      “Can you cook?” he asked, his expression hopeful.

      “Oh yes,” she replied, “if I have ingredients. We've been living out of packages and cartons for months and I'm sick to death of it.”

      Chase waggled his eyebrows. “Hot damn! I haven't had a home-cooked meal since the last time I visited my folks. I can't wait.”

      “Well, you'll have to,” she reminded him. “I have to get Dylan to the daycare and then head to the bookstore. And after that, I'm working at the church. It's going to be a few days until I have an evening off.”

      “You work too much,” he commented idly. “You could cut back your hours a bit, you know.”

      She shook her head. “I'm taking enough advantage already.” Then, to prove her point, she located the dishwasher, between the sink and the stove, and began loading dishes into it.

      “Mommy!” A loud voice, pitched high with panic, reverberated through the house. “Mommy, where are you?”

      “Crap!” she cursed herself. “I'm here, baby. I'll be right there.” She turned to Chase. “I can't thank you enough for all you've done.”

      “I would do more, Baylee. Just ask me,” he replied, his face serious.

      She set her coffee down and threw her arms around his neck. “You're my hero!” she exclaimed. She planted a brief, wet kiss on his lips and scooted up the stairs to rescue her son from his unfamiliar environment.
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      That afternoon, when Baylee, her hand clutching her son's tightly, used the spare key she'd been given to unlock the door to Chase's townhouse, she found herself unable to contain a flood of relieved tears. Here is shelter, safety, kindness. A refrigerator full of healthy ingredients ready to be assembled into a tasty dinner. A bed to sleep in. It's too perfect.

      “What's wrong, Mommy?” Dylan asked with child-like sensitivity.

      “Nothing.” She dashed the moisture from her cheeks.

      “Are they happy tears?” he asked.

      “Yes, baby,” she replied. “Come on. Let's put on some cartoons for you so I can make dinner.”

      Dylan flopped down on the sofa and stuck his lip out.

      “What?” she asked.

      “I want to play at the park.”

      Baylee considered the small playground across the street. “Sure. After supper.”

      He accepted the redirection with a wry twisting of his lips, but when Big Bird appeared on the giant flat screen Chase had mounted on the living room wall, he forgot his argument.

      Baylee circled the island and pulled out a frying pan before hunting for oil, vegetables, and garlic. Chicken stir fry sounds like a fantastic inauguration.
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      Friday went much the same as Thursday. Saturday morning, about nine, Baylee sat relaxing on the leather sofa, reading a political thriller she'd nabbed from the bookshelf behind her when Chase wandered down the stairs.

      “Morning, beautiful,” he said.

      She smiled and watched with unabashed interest as he ambled into the kitchen and poured himself a cup of coffee. He returned quickly, sitting beside her and slipping one arm behind her back. He kissed her cheek.

      She set her book on the table. “Did you sleep well?”

      “Well enough,” he replied and then took a deep swig. “I'm definitely resting better knowing you're safe. What about you?”

      “Really well,” she replied.

      “Not working today?” he asked.

      “Nope.” She grinned. “That's another way I'm blessed. Since I'm able to work weekdays only at the bookstore. I'm shift supervisor during the nine to five shift, Monday through Friday.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “That is unusually good for retail. How'd you manage that?”

      “By begging,” she replied in all seriousness. “But it wasn't too hard for them to agree. After all, there are plenty of high school and college kids looking to work evenings and weekends.”

      He acknowledged her response with a little lift of his eyebrows, his mouth full of hot coffee. He swallowed and spoke. “You know, I'd like to know more about this work schedule of yours. Even though you've been here two days, the only reason I know it is the appearance of home-cooked food in my refrigerator. It's always delicious, by the way.”

      “Thanks,” she said simply.

      “Come on, Bay. What's up now? I mean, I'm your boyfriend, and you live with me. I'd like us to spend time together when we can, but I have to know when that would be.”

      “You're not my boyfriend,” she interrupted.

      “Hush, Baylee. I want to be. And if you're honest with yourself, you want it too.”

      She regarded him, thoughts swirling out of control. She’d fought so hard against her attraction to him. Denied it so vehemently for so long. And all for nothing, because he was the best man she’d ever met, and he wanted her. “Okay, I admit it,” she muttered.

      “So, if you want me to be, and I want to be, I am.” He kissed the end of her nose. “Is it so much to know when you're off work?”

      “No,” she replied. “It's not. Well up to this point, I've been working at the church every night.”

      “Does it need that much cleaning?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “Not at all. It's my cover for being there. If anyone came around, I could just grab a roll of paper towels and act busy.”

      “But you don't need that now,” he replied.

      “I don't,” she agreed. “In fact, I talked to the pastor last night. Mainly what I do is vacuum, empty the trash, and clean the bathrooms. I should be able to manage it in three shifts; Sunday night, Wednesday night, and Saturday. That would be the big one.”

      “Can you do it in the late afternoon, so we can spend the day together?” he requested.

      She smiled. “That's exactly what I had in mind.”

      “Great minds think alike, eh darlin'?”

      “They do,” she agreed, leaning in for a lingering, coffee-flavored kiss. “So where does that leave us?” she asked breathlessly, when he finally lifted his head.

      “Well,” Chase considered, “I have Monday and Wednesday off, and I normally work evenings starting around six. I guess that means we'll have Saturday and Sunday mornings together, as well as Wednesday evenings, except when you're cleaning up after church. I could wait for you. Keep Dylan entertained?”

      “Or maybe…” Baylee said, considering, “you could take him out for ice cream or to play on the playground until I'm done. It only takes about an hour.”

      He nodded. “All those things are possible.” Then, as though unable to resist, he claimed her lips again.

      Baylee cupped his cheeks and leaned into the kiss.

      When Chase finally released her, he was panting. He looked at her and touched her lower lip with one finger.

      “Did I bruise you?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “It felt great. I… I like kissing you.”

      One corner of his mouth turned up. “I'm glad. But we have to take it easy, now more than ever, if you want to keep that vow of yours.”

      Baylee gulped. One kiss and I'm already tingling with desire, even though we've only been a couple for a few minutes. “I think we're in serious trouble,” she said softly.
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      By the end of the following week, Chase could no longer remember what life was like before Baylee and Dylan came to live with him. The three of them had such fun together. Whether it was helping Baylee in the kitchen while Dylan watched Sesame Street or the three of them crossing the street to the park to play, every activity had a new sparkle with his unexpected roommates. Baylee, like her son, seemed somehow to have come through her ordeal with her wide-eyed innocence and infectious laughter mostly intact. The grooves around her mouth appeared less often and the sorrow in her eyes was balanced with a certain shy hope.

      Not that they had a huge amount of time to spend together. Between her two jobs and his evening shifts at the club, their mutual free time had to be celebrated with sneaky kisses and soothing hugs.

      As for Baylee, when she wasn't working, she delighted in making her newfound benefactor tasty and nutritious meals, tidying up the apartment, and, when everything else was done, calling Shelby and gushing ad nauseum about her beau's splendid qualities.

      “Honey, stop!” Shelby shouted, laughingly cutting off the flow of Baylee's latest endless expounding on all the wonders that made up Chase Milligan. “Either sleep with the guy or just marry him but stop carrying on! I don't want the gory details until you have some details to share.”

      Baylee fell quiet.

      “What is it, honey?”

      “Nothing,” Baylee replied quickly, focusing her eyes on a small pile of matchbox cars Chase had unearthed from a storage box in the closet under the stairs. Despite her admonitions, they would be damaged if he let Dylan play with them, the two still spent hours on their knees, driving the little Camaro, Mustang and fire engine all over the ground floor. She swallowed hard.

      “Come on, Baylee,” Shelby urged in a warning tone. “Don't tell me it's nothing. I can read your mind, you know.”

      “Oh yeah?” Baylee replied, striving for mock outrage. “Do it then, psychic mama. Read my mind.”

      There was a sound of snapping fingers, muffled by the distance from the phone receiver and then Shelby replied, “You're crazy about Chase. You're grateful to him, and you feel guilty as hell about not being able to give him anything in return. But, Baylee, you have what he wants. You are what he wants, so stop feeling guilty. He'll figure out a way to get what he wants in a way that works for you too. Pray about it, honey.”

      Baylee nodded. Dummy, she can't see you over the phone. “I have been.”

      “I will too. There are no accidents. You met Chase now for a reason. I have to think the reason involves the two of you together in the long term.”

      Baylee smiled. “I like that thought.”
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      On a Thursday about two weeks after he found Baylee and Dylan on the church pew, Chase came home from work at 1:45 in the morning to find Baylee sitting in her pajamas on the sofa in the formal living room, clutching a cup of tea in her trembling hands. Her eyes were red and her face striped with tear stains.

      “What's wrong?” he asked, hurrying across the floor, his boots clunking loudly on the wood.

      She jumped and spilled tea all over herself.

      “Sorry,” he said, grabbing the cup, worrying she might have been burned.

      It was stone cold.

      He set the cup on the coffee table, rings in the wood be damned, and slipped his arms around her.

      “What's wrong, honey?” he asked.

      She sniffled, melting into his embrace, and abruptly shattered into sobs. Without pausing to consider, he scooped her up into his lap.

      “What happened, Bay?” he asked.

      “It's a long story,” she attempted to prevaricate, but her voice cracked and her hands clutched convulsively at his shirt.

      He cupped her chin in both hands and wiped her cheeks with his thumbs. “Come on, sweetheart. Tell me.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut. Took a deep breath, released it and then took another. She seemed to be reassembling her composure piece by piece. At last, she began. “In order for any of this to make sense, I have to go way back. All the way to before I met Dylan's father. And it involves him. That's going to be awkward. Are you up for it?”

      “At this point, Bay, I need to know.”

      “I hope you'll still be interested in me when I'm done. I'd dared to hope…” she trailed off.

      “I doubt there's much you can tell me at this point that would drive me off.” he kissed her lips gently.

      She opened her eyes wide. Tears still glistened in the chocolate-colored depths. One corner of her mouth turned upward in a parody of a smile. It left her eyes sad but created a dimple in her cheek.
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