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        “Best enjoyed with a shrimp cocktail.”

        - Nick Miller, New Girl

      

      

      

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE BABY CONTRACT CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Meatloaf and mashed potatoes got heavy on the stoneware restaurant platters after several hours. They’d run out of the special early, so Marty Combs, who owned Pearl’s Cafe with his wife, Edith, had sent Piper for fresh ground beef. Now she picked up tips and stacked used plates, more than ready for her own supper at home with Grandad.

      Clearing tables gave her plenty of time to think, and all she’d thought about for months was having a baby. She imagined herself with a platinum-haired newborn in her arms, a chubby infant on her hip, a toddler whose bumped knees she’d kiss, an adorable cherub growing into a child she’d leave at school on the first day of kindergarten and cry all the way home.

      The dream of a family was all she’d ever wanted. There was only one small hang-up. The only man in Piper Newcomb’s life was her grandfather, and the last date she’d had was…well a long time ago. To be honest, what she’d focused her planning on in recent weeks was how she was going to get her baby.

      “Piper, I hate to ask you this.” Mary Beth Willett, the short-ish full-figured server came up beside her. “Darla came home from school with a fever, and I need to get her into Dr. Ewing’s before he leaves for the day. Can you stay and fill in for an hour or two? I should be able to come back after her appointment.”

      Mary Beth was a dark-haired single mom who’d recently divorced a guy who never held a job. She’d barely had any help from him before, but now she was completely on her own. Piper considered it remarkable how cheerful and positive the sweet-faced young woman remained day in and day out.

      “Yes, of course. You go take care of Darla and come back if you can. If not, I’ll stay.” She’d give Grandad a call and tell him to go ahead and eat the pork chops she’d left in the slow cooker. She’d take him a slice of apple pie.

      “Thanks. You’re the best. I owe you one.”

      Piper offered an encouraging smile and picked up plates from a booth where a young couple sat with their pig-tailed toddler and a baby in a car seat. “Can I bring you dessert?”

      “Three slices of the apple pie to go, please,” the young father answered.

      She brought them a to-go bag and placed their ticket on the table. After settling the bill, he tugged a tiny pink jacket onto the little girl while the mom put a hat on the baby and covered him with a lightweight blanket. The husband held his wife’s coat so she could slide her arms into the sleeves. It was still October, but by late afternoon, the air had a bite.

      Piper stood holding the cash while they exited the café. Her chest felt as though there was a weight on it. She took a deep breath to relieve the uncomfortable sensation, but it didn’t help. She’d made up her mind, and now she had to make her family happen.

      She rang up the transaction, pocketing the tip, and bussed another couple of tables. There were only a few diners at the moment. Maybe she could take fifteen and grab a bite.
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        * * *

      

      Kipp Hudson spotted an empty parking space on the street half a block from Pearl’s, parked his truck and headed to the café. He’d probably missed Piper, though he wasn’t sure about her schedule this week.

      They’d hung out in high school, but had moved on to different colleges and other friends. Last summer, they’d reconnected during a volunteer search for a resident missing from the senior center, and since then had become good friends again. Occasionally they went to the Wild Card with a group or simply met up at someone’s home. She was easy to talk to—and easy on the eyes.

      It was all about friendship for her, so he’d been careful not to reveal his changed feelings. Maybe one day she’d see him differently, but for now, he wasn’t spoiling what they had. A brisk wind caught the collar of his denim jacket and tousled his shoulder-length hair as he reached the door.

      The diner was warm inside and smelled like beef and gravy. His stomach rumbled. There were only a couple of customers, so he slid into his favorite booth.

      Piper came from the kitchen, wearing her usual jeans and a long-sleeved blue pullover, her red apron wrinkled. She spotted him and her face lit up.

      “You’re working late,” he said.

      “Yeah. Filling in for Mary Beth for a couple of hours.” She took her pad and pencil from her pocket and raised an eyebrow. “The meatloaf dinner, a side salad with balsamic vinegar, basket of bread and a glass of milk.”

      “You’ve got it.”

      “I’m going to grab myself a plate and eat with you. I’m starving.”

      “Glad for the company.”

      Ten minutes later, she placed both of their meals on the Formica tabletop and sat across from him.

      He’d dated often enough to know most women weren’t comfortable eating a real meal in front of a guy, and he appreciated Piper’s lack of vanity around him. He pushed his breadbasket toward her and she buttered a slice for herself.

      “Were you busy today?” he asked.

      “Packed. Marty ran out of meatloaf and had to make more. How about you? Elk season or are people moose hunting or something?”

      “Elk and moose are over in September. It’s archery season for whitetail right now. I sold arrows all day. Several bows.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “If I was allowed to feed them, I might save a few.”

      “It’s illegal to feed them for a good reason.” He’d told her this more than once. “More than deer are drawn to the food, and besides that, concentrating deer in one place draws mountain lions to populated areas. Then Fish and Game has to come rehome or kill the lions.”

      She made a small swoop with her fork. “The circle of life and all that.”

      “When you draw the deer away from their feeding grounds, their habitat is in danger of being developed. Then where will they go?”

      “You make it sound so logical.”

      He finished his meal and drank his milk. “It is logical.”

      Piper laid her fork on her plate and pushed it to the side. She met his eyes.

      They had this discussion about once a week. She loved animals. He understood that. But a lot of money generated through hunting was used for conservation, and controlling healthy wildlife populations meant preserving their natural homes.

      “I’ve made an important decision,” she said.

      “That we agree to disagree?”

      “No. Well, sure, okay.” She held his gaze. “I want to have a baby.”

      Kipp’s thought process did a three-sixty, and his brain pedaled to catch up. “What?”

      “I want a family. I’ve always wanted a family. So, I’m going to have a baby. Of my own.”

      He didn’t know of anyone she’d been involved with. The news sucked air from his chest.

      “I see the shock on your face,” she said.

      “Sorry. I’m still taking in your news. Are you seeing someone? Are…are you pregnant?”

      “No, I’m not seeing anyone.” She waved away that idea. “And no, I’m not pregnant. But I will be.”

      “Okay.” He still wasn’t sure what she was getting at. “You want to have a baby.”

      “I do. I visited a doctor in Denver. I’m healthy and fertile. I’ve started taking prenatal vitamins. All I need to do is monitor ovulation for the right time to get pregnant.”

      This seemed too personal of a conversation for friends, but maybe not. All of his friends were guys, so maybe this was what chicks talked about. “Well.” He sure didn’t want to say the wrong thing. “So, with a donor? Have you thought his through?”

      “I’ve been thinking about it for a while. The doctor showed me a couple of sites online, and I looked. A lot of donors are graduate students—if they’re telling the truth. Who knows? They’re mostly between eighteen and thirty-nine. You can choose hair color, eye color, ethnicity, all that. They’ve been tested for health issues.”

      He was listening, but he wasn’t comfortable with her plan. “Are there photos?”

      “Some have pics, but not all. The thing is there are no tests for schizophrenia or criminal tendencies. I thought about it for weeks after the visit. I asked myself how can I know if this person is kind or generous or has a good heart? How much of that is genetic and how much is learned? The unknowns bugged me. Then I found a documentary about adults who have discovered they have fifty brothers and sisters, all from one sperm donor. One donor had fathered hundreds of babies.”

      Kipp leaned forward. “What?”

      “Yeah, you’d have no way to know.”

      He tried to take it all in and wasn’t sure what she wanted him to say. “I guess not knowing the person would leave a lot to wonder about.”

      She nodded. “Too much for my comfort. Especially if there’s a chance my child would discover dozens of siblings later in life. That’s just weird. So, I want the donor to be someone I know.”

      He squirmed on the padded seat. Well, that was definitely another option, but he didn’t know if he liked it any better. “Do you have someone in mind?”

      Her intent blue gaze bored into his, and he reminded himself to breathe. “You,” she said. “I’d like for it to be you.”

      Kipp’s head buzzed for a full minute. Half a dozen images made his heart skip. He forced himself to hold her gaze. “But we’re not…we’re friends, Piper. Aren’t we? Friends don’t do—that.”

      “No, not like that. Yes, of course we’re friends. It would be a procedure at the clinic.”

      The door opened and a group of six entered the café.

      “I’ll be right back.” She got up as though they’d been chatting about the weather and handed the newcomers menus.

      Had he heard what he thought he’d heard?

      Piper came back to load up their dishes. “All I need is for you to donate.” She tilted her head. “You know.”

      He did look away this time. Nothing about her wild suggestion fed into his secret longing. This wasn’t exactly an ask to borrow a sweater or his truck. This was a favor that would last a lifetime. “You sprung this on me, and my head’s spinning. I’m going to need time to think.”

      “Sure,” she said. “Okay.”

      He handed her cash for his meal and picked up his jacket.

      “I’ll call you,” she said after him.

      He nodded and left to get some air and clear his head. Sitting in his truck, he started the engine, but didn’t move out of the space. His friend had just asked him to father a child for her. Not the usual way. By means of a cup and a magazine. An impersonal contribution for the procreation of a person with his DNA, maybe with his eyes and hair and features…all very personal characteristics—what in blazes was she thinking?
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        * * *

      

      Maybe she hadn’t gone about asking him the best way. Piper chastised herself that night and all the next day. Maybe she should have presented her plan in a more private place, but she’d made up her mind, and that had been the first opportunity she’d had to bring it up. Of course, he needed time to think about it.

      They were meeting friends at the VFW for a fish fry that evening, and she’d have a chance to talk to him again. Grandad and his friends had caught plenty of fresh trout for the event. She prepared an enormous container of coleslaw, knowing it always went fast, and drove to the VFW.

      Dusty and Kendra Cavanaugh were there with their boy, along with Dusty’s younger brother Crosby, their mom Liz and her friends. “Hey, Piper!” Liz called.

      “Hey, Ms. Cavanaugh. Hello, Ian. You’ve grown a foot since I saw you last.”

      “I’m gonna be tall like my dad,” he announced proudly.

      Stephanie, one of Liz’s twin daughters showed up and slid into the booth. “Hey, Piper. You’re more than welcome to join us.”

      “Okay, thanks. I’m meeting friends, but I’ll chat for a bit now.” She’d always admired Liz, a loving mother and grandmother to a big family. Four sons and two adopted daughters, plus several grandchildren. Piper may never have that many children, but she was going to make her own family.

      Fifteen minutes later, she headed to the kitchen. She helped Giorgio, the unofficial but always present cook at the VFW, by stirring a roaster full of au gratin potatoes. “Are you ready to serve?”

      “Yep. Fish is ready.”

      She got out a stack of sturdy disposable plates and dished up servings. Loydelle Hendershot, Spencer’s postmaster bustled about in a white apron, tossing an enormous bowl of salad and using tongs to place servings on the plates.

      Another helper joined them, so Piper took a plate for herself and went out into the other room. Kipp was seated with Derek Wick, one of the deputies, Jenna, who worked at the lodge as a waitress, Bethel Tanner, who supervised childcare, also at the lodge, and Jordyn Schrader and Marissa Young who owned and ran Like New Reruns at the mall.

      “Hey, Piper.” Jordyn waved her over, and Derek pulled out a chair. She set down her supper and seated herself. Crosby Cavanaugh joined them, juggling five plastic cups of beer. He passed her one. Kipp took another.

      “After we eat, does anyone want to check out The Altitude?” Marissa asked. “It’s been open for a week or so, and I’ve been wanting to go. They have live music on the weekends.”

      “I’m game,” Bethel answered.

      “Do you want to go?” Kipp asked her.

      “Might be fun,” she answered. “But can we talk first?”

      He nodded. “Sure.”

      “Let’s stay warm in my truck.” Kipp’s suggestion would give them privacy. They ate, washed up and headed out.

      Once inside, he pressed the starter and the engine idled.

      “So, I guess you were pretty surprised the other day,” she said.

      “That’s fair to say.”

      “I know,” she said. “There was no way to ask except to come out with it.”

      “And you’re still serious about this?” he asked.

      “I’ve decided, and I’m going to make it happen.”

      He’d done nothing but think about her proposal and think of what to say and how to ask the things she needed to think about. “I have a lot of questions.”

      “Okay,” she said.

      “I feel like you haven’t really thought this all the way through.”

      “Because I’d be a single mom? I’ve thought about that. Right now, I live with my grandfather. The house will always be mine. I have a home.”

      “But this is a child, Piper. For life.”

      “I know that. That’s what I want.”

      “You’re young. You’re pretty. You have a lot of time and don’t have to rush into something. You can wait for someone nice.” Well, hell no. As soon as he said the words, he got a sick feeling in his gut and wanted to take them back. That wasn’t what he wanted. He didn’t want her waiting for someone else.

      “Don’t you think I’d do that if I thought there was the tiniest possibility it could work out?” she asked. “I’m not dreaming of a perfect fairy tale guy because I know there isn’t one. If I married for the wrong reason, life would only get ugly later when things went bad.”

      He looked at her. “You’re right. I’m sorry I said that.”

      She looked away and he studied her profile.

      “Piper, if I did what you’re asking, I’d be a parent too.”

      She didn’t return her gaze to him. “I wouldn’t ask any more of you.”

      He looked out at the vintage streetlamps lighting the paths in Brook Park. The trees were void of leaves, and the moon barely outlined the gazebo. “Well, that’s a problem for me. You would have my kid, a son or a daughter, and I’d have no part of his—or her—life. I don’t think that’s the way I want to have a baby. I’d be a biological father, and I’d want to be a dad. My parents would be his grandparents. I have a whole family he’d be related to. Did you think about that?”

      She looked out the windshield for several minutes. She hadn’t worn her hair in its usual ponytail tonight, and the sleek blond tresses fell over her shoulder in waves. “I guess I didn’t consider it like that,” she admitted with a sigh.

      “I get it. Wanting a baby is perfectly normal. But maybe you’re looking at the baby with tunnel vision, seeing only that little bundle you want and not thinking about the other people involved.”

      “I told you I looked into selecting a donor. It’s expensive, but it’s not the cost that bothered me as much as not knowing the person. It seems more like a genetic crap shoot.”

      He thrummed his fingers against the steering wheel. “I’ve been thinking about it too. It is kind of a crap shoot, but so is every baby more or less. You can’t be that specific about character traits.”

      She tilted her head in acknowledgement.

      “I’m not discouraging you,” he said.

      “Are you saying no?”

      He paused to form words. “I’m saying I need to think and make a decision based on what’s best for everyone, me included.”

      “Okay.” She smoothed her palms over her denim-clad knees. “I appreciate that.”

      He put the truck in gear and drove east on Highway 34. The Altitude had been constructed in proximity to the Grand Vista hotel. The club was easy to find off the highway, and he dropped her off at the door, parked and joined her. She already had money out to pay her own cover charge, so he paid his and guided her through the crowd with a hand on her lower back. The interior was dark, with laser lights flashing across the ceiling and loud pulsating music.

      She turned and grinned. “It’s definitely not the Wild Card,” she shouted near his ear.

      He shook his head and pulled out his phone to text Crosby. “They’re over there,” he said a minute later and located their friends at one of the waist-high pedestal tables. There were a few actual tables and chairs lining the walls, but for the most part, the only seats were at the bar. Patrons who weren’t dancing stood around the small pedestals.

      “Where’s Crosby?” he called. “He just answered my text.”

      While sipping her fruit-laden drink through a straw, Jordyn pointed to the crowd on the dancefloor. “Stella is here.”

      Stella Novak was a traveling nurse who had taken a fellowship at Edna Burnham Hospital ER.

      “Who’s going to dance with me?” Piper called over the music.

      Derek stepped around Marissa to join her. “I’m ready.”

      Kipp ordered drinks. Once in a while he spotted Piper through the crowd.

      Marissa tapped his arm. “You ready to try this?”

      Piper and Marissa had showed him the simple steps for club dancing. The point was to not take up much room on the crowded floor. Nothing like two-stepping in a country bar, but he was willing. “I’m game.”

      He took her hand, and they found a space among the throng of dancers.

      Marissa offered her most impressed expression. “You’ve got it, Kipp.”

      “Thanks. I haven’t recognized a song yet.”

      “You’re not an Iggy Azalea fan?” She laughed.

      He glanced at the girl beside Marissa wearing faded jeans with suspenders over a bra.

      “No, I am. Now.” Kipp looked back at Marissa. “Big fan.”

      Derek and Piper showed up to switch partners for the next song, and after a couple more, Kipp danced with Stella.

      “I’m ready to go whenever you are,” Piper told him an hour later. “It was a long day.”

      “I’m ready.” Somehow, they located their jackets.

      The fresh cool air felt good on his face.

      “Are you good to drive?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I only had two beers.”

      She walked beside him through the lot. “That was fun. I guess I’d better get all my partying done before I’m a mom.”

      He used his key fob to locate the pickup in the dark. He unlocked it and they got in. “Would you miss doing that on Friday or Saturday nights?”

      “I don’t think so. I’ll be able to take the baby to the VFW and get in a couple dances there.” She buckled her seatbelt and laid her head against the headrest. “I’ll be happy to stay home rocking him and reading him bedtime stories.”

      Kipp had been around his brother’s kids. They barfed and got colds and went to the doctor and needed vaporizers in their rooms. There were bills to pay and groceries to buy and years of responsibilities. He didn’t want to come across as a wet blanket, but there was more to the reality of parenthood than bedtime stories.

      He pulled up in front of her house. “Your Grandad left a light on for you.”

      “He’s done that since I went to football games with friends in high school.” She looked toward the light behind the living room curtains.

      “I remember,” he said.

      She probably considered the old man’s mortality, thought about what her life would be like without him. She doted on the guy. “’Night, Piper. We’ll talk more after I’ve had time to think.”

      She got out and stood with one hand still holding the door handle. “I didn’t bring this up, because it’s not a big deal, and it’s personal, but I had a bit of a health scare.”

      “Are you all right?”

      “I’m perfectly fine. I had a little outpatient surgery on a benign cyst, but not knowing I was okay for a couple weeks convinced me of what I wanted. I’m not changing my mind.”

      He nodded. “Thanks for telling me.”

      She closed the door and a minute later let herself into the house. The porch light turned off.

      He didn’t want to change her mind.  He just didn’t know if he wanted to be a part of her plan the way she figured it. He’d always seen himself with someone he loved—someone who loved him—a relationship before a family. As of now, she was the only one he cared about in that way, and her plan didn’t sound like the one he’d imagined. This uneasy feeling in his gut didn’t give him peace about agreeing just yet. He had a lot more thinking to do.
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       Kipp had asked his mom to meet him at Maria’s where they occasionally met for lunch. She managed a card and gift shop at Valley View Mall, but had assured him she was taking a long lunch. He’d asked his employee, Eddie, to handle his store while he was gone. He’d fastened up his nearly shoulder-length hair and left his camo cap in the truck.

      Leslie Ann Hudson slid onto the bench seat where a marguerita was already waiting for her. “Are you trying to get me fired today?”

      “You’re the manager, Mom.”

      She grinned. “You’re not joining me?”

      “No one cares if you drop a card or a candle. I do have to handle ammunition and demonstrate compound bows.”

      With a laugh, she rolled her eyes. “Okay.”

      They ordered and Kipp took a deep breath. “I need to talk to you.”

      “Uh oh. Sounds serious.”

      “I want to get your thoughts on a decision I need to make.”

      “Is this about the business?”

      “No. It’s about myself and Piper.”

      She raised her eyebrows. Her expression showed interest and a hint of pleasure. “Is there finally something interesting going on between you two?”

      “It’s interesting, but not like you think. We’re still good friends, but she’s asked me to do something.” He explained the conversations with Piper. “I’m looking at this long-term.”

      “Of course, you are. I really like that girl, but this is crazy,” his mom said. She leaned toward him. “It takes a lot of nerve to ask you to be a sperm donor out of the blue.”

      “It’s not out of the blue for her. She’s been thinking about it for a long time.”

      “I watch tv and read books. People find donors anonymously all the time.”

      He nodded. “Have you read about the adults born from donors who are learning they have fifty or a hundred siblings they didn’t know about?”

      “What?”

      He went on to explain Piper’s list of concerns about not knowing the donor personally.

      “Is that for real?”

      “I looked it up and a young woman in New Jersey found out after DNA testing that she had fifty siblings. Her parents went to a cryo bank and picked a donor based on genetic qualities. Now she’s afraid to date because she might find a brother she didn’t know about. Another fertility clinic in England used the same donor for twenty years.”

      Leslie Ann shook her head in disbelief as the information sunk in. “I sympathize, Kipp. I really do, and knowing about those incidents, it makes more sense that she’d want the person to be someone she knows. But you would be the child’s parent for life. She couldn’t expect you to sit back and watch from a distance while your child grows up without you. What about us? Your dad and I would be grandparents. Evelyn and Lillian would be his or her cousins.”

      “I know.”

      Their food arrived and Leslie Ann unfolded her napkin and picked up her fork. She poked her chicken enchilada distractedly. “Piper doesn’t have parents, does she?”

      He shook his head. “I know that’s a primary reason why she wants a family. Since she was a kid, she’s never had anyone except her grandfather.”

      “I sympathize,” she said. “But expecting you to remain out of the picture isn’t realistic. That’s not who you are, is it?”

      “No,” he assured her.

      “She might be able to take a few weeks off—maybe without pay—but she’d have to go back to work to support them. Who will care for the baby?”

      “I didn’t think to ask her that,” he admitted.

      “Does she have medical insurance?”

      “I can only assume. I don’t really know.”

      “If your name was on the birth certificate, you could add him to your insurance,” she told Kipp. “Would she want you named as the father?”

      “I don’t know, but it might be part of the bargain.”

      “Bargain,” she repeated scornfully. “Are you seriously considering this?”

      “I’m taking her request seriously,” he told his mom. “I don’t want to dismiss it without really thinking it through, because I believe she deserves to be taken seriously.”

      Leslie Ann took a couple bites. “In order to be serious, an agreement would need to be legal. No room for questions or battles later on.” She set down her fork and spread her hands in a gesture of dismay. “I can’t believe I’m talking about this as though it might happen.”

      “I agree, Mom. I’d be the baby’s father. You’d be his grandmother.”

      Her eyes were shiny with tears. “I’d love nothing more than a little one with your curly hair. But Kipp, you need assurance about the future.”

      “A custody arrangement is what I’m thinking,” he said. “The child lives with her, but I’d have him for weekends, vacations, and share holidays.”

      Leslie Ann’s expression saddened. “It sounds like a divorce without ever having a marriage. Or love.”

      He was hungry so he ate half of his meal, still thinking. He pushed the plate aside. “Well, about the love part…”

      Her chin lifted. “What?”

      “I think I’m in love with her. I probably was years ago, but we had our separate plans for college, and the future seemed a million years away. Back then there was no urgency to be tied to another person—not for either of us. But we’ve spent a lot of time together since last summer, and I feel differently. About everything. The future is now. Only she doesn’t look at me like that.”

      “She must like you a lot to ask you to father a baby for her.”

      “I don’t doubt she likes me.” He drew a line down the condensation on his water glass. “I want someone who loves me.”

      She covered his hand with hers. “That’s exactly what you deserve. I want what’s best for you.”

      The ache of uncertainty in his chest was still there. “I don’t want her to ask someone else.”

      There. A final admission of the certainty he’d been holding back, afraid to voice, afraid to recognize as truth.

      “Then get a lawyer,” she said. “If she wants it to be you badly enough, she’ll agree to your terms.”

      He glanced away, hating thinking about the legalities, but he had to protect everyone involved. Which was the worst choice? Making something that should be created out of love into a legal bargain? Or having her find someone else to give her the baby she wanted?
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        * * *

      

      “I need someone to talk to,” Piper told her friend. It was her day off, and she’d asked Kendra to meet her at Seventh Star for lunch. “I need a little perspective from another viewpoint.”

      She’d been friends with Kendra Cavanaugh since the dancer had moved to Spencer. When they first met, Kendra had been alone, taking a break from her hectic career and living in the cabin she’d inherited from her aunt. Since then, Kendra had married her high-school sweetheart, Dusty, and become part of their big family and a mom to Dusty’s son.

      “Well, sure,” Kendra told her. “I’ll help however I can.”

      “You might think I’m foolish or crazy,” Piper said.

      “Everyone is foolish or crazy once in a while,” her friend said with a smile.

      Piper explained what she’d asked Kipp to do.

      Kendra’s eyes opened wide and she blinked. “It’s not crazy…exactly. But it is surprising. “What did Kipp say?”

      “He’s thinking about it. His first thoughts were that he’d be the baby’s father, and he couldn’t neglect that responsibility. I respect him for that…and, I guess, knowing him like I do I should have known he’d feel that way. He told me I have tunnel vision.”

      “Do you?”

      She shrugged. “I did. I’m seeing the bigger picture now.” She paused while the server set glasses of iced tea in front of them. “It’s just that there’s no one I want to marry, and marrying someone for that reason alone would be wrong and end badly. My coworker Mary Beth was miserable in her marriage, and now the deadbeat she divorced is simply gone from the picture. I’m not setting up myself or my kid for something like that.”

      The other young woman nodded. “I’m sure no one ever thinks it will end like that. People in love always think the euphoria will last.”

      “I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen. And I know I can do this by myself.”

      Kendra took a sip from her glass. “Dusty was a single dad before we were married, but he had Liz and his sisters helping him.” She held up a palm. “I’m not discouraging you. Not at all. I’m just pointing out that you’ll need support. What about Kipp’s family? I don’t know the Hudsons well, but I know they’re good people. Surely, they’ll have something to say about this.”

      Piper hid her face in her hands for a long minute. Finally, she lifted her head and took a deep breath. “Yes. That’s the thing, I guess. I’ve asked a guy with a family, so I’d better expect they’re going to be a part of this. If Kipp says yes, anyway.”

      “You want him to.”

      He was a good man with admirable qualities. Piper nodded. “I really do.”

      The server took their orders for salads, and they talked until she placed them on the table. The two of them ate in silence for a few minutes.

      “I only know that you live with grandfather,” Kendra brought up. “But you’ve never said anything about your parents.”

      “I never knew my father,” Piper told her. “He was my grandparent’s only child. His name was Kelly, and he died in Desert Storm. We have photos of him, and Grandad tells me stories about him as a kid. He was handsome. I got my blond hair from him.”

      She took a few bites before speaking again. “Mom and I lived with my grandparents after he died and I was born. My grandma was alive then. My mom worked for a lawyer. I remember her, but I was four when she went on a skiing trip with friends. They said she lost control on a slope and hit a tree. She died instantly. Just a freak accident.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Kendra said. “You were only a little bitty thing. Where were her parents?”

      “They’ve lived in France for years. I think he was a professor of something. I never met them. My father’s parents raised me, so I never knew anything different, and they gave me all the love a kid ever needed. They came to school activities and took me to the fair and gave me the best life they knew how. But without other family, I always felt lonesome. Then about ten years ago my grandmother died. That was really hard for us both. Now it’s just me and Grandad.” She smiled. “He’s the best.”

      A few minutes later Kendra said, “Having kids is a normal desire for plenty of people.”

      “You and Dusty have Ian,” Piper said. “Do you want another child?”

      Kendra had finished her salad and slid her plate aside. “We’ve talked about it. We have a few years before we have to decide. Right now, we’re content. Dusty’s older brother Joe and his wife Laurel have qualified for a foster child. That might be something to think about too. You know Dusty has two adopted sisters,” she said. “Families come in all shapes and sizes.”

      Piper smiled. “I’m really happy for you and Dusty. I’m not counting on having something as amazing as what you two have. If it’s only me and a child, I’ll take that much and be happy.”

      Kendra reached to gently squeeze her hand. “Don’t count anything out. Really, though. Love is pretty great.”

      “Oh, I’m not saying it’s impossible. I’m only declaring I won’t wait for something that might never happen. It was good for me to be able to talk about it. I know what I want, but I can see there are more things to think about and plan for. This has helped.” She gave the other young woman a grateful smile. “You’re a good friend.”

      “Thanks, Piper. When I got to Spencer, you were the first person to reach out to me. You invited me to a fish fry, remember?”

      Piper grinned. “I do.”

      “So anyway,” Kendra said. “I don’t know Kipp, except through you, and it would be good to get better acquainted. Will the two of you come for dinner one night?”

      “That sounds really nice. I’ll ask him.”

      “Good.” Kendra picked up her bag. “We’ll set a date. Meanwhile, keep me in the loop, will you?”

      They hugged in the parking lot and Piper started her car and turned on the heat. The wind had picked up. She knew a lot of people in Spencer and could call many of them her friends, but there was something special about a friend she could tell an important secret.

      She’d been thinking about clearing out the back bedroom next to hers, and this was a good day to get started. Her grandmother had used the area for a sewing room, but since she’d been gone, the space had collected boxes and extra clothing. There was a row of high windows that looked out over the backyard and a closet sufficient for a child. It would make a perfect nursery.

      Piper had a plan—and nothing was getting in her way.
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      Kipp hadn’t liked doing it, but it had been necessary to find an attorney willing to take on their atypical agreement. He didn’t want anyone in Spencer knowing their business, so he’d searched out a lawyer in Glen Haven. Bryce Keenan had to research to find and edit forms to meet their purpose.

      “’There’s a precedence for sperm donors that relieves them of financial and parental responsibility, but nothing that assumes those same obligations. Your situation is highly unique. You’re not married, and you don’t already have a child together. Plus, you want joint custody, so we have to build this contract from scratch,’” the lawyer had told him when he’d returned Kipp’s call. After he’d received a retainer, they’d worked via email and phone calls to create first drafts.

      There were mandatory financial disclosures, which seemed straightforward, but the parenting plans boggled his already burdened mind. Kipp read and reread the forms and then googled information, and the following week eventually had a folder to present to Piper.

      She arrived on the scheduled evening. His English retriever Archie greeted her with a wagging tail, seemingly sure she’d be glad to see him, and she knelt to rub his ears and scratch his neck. Kipp took her coat and offered her something to drink. Archie padded along behind them and plopped on the hardwood floor.

      “Archie, show Piper your skunk.” Kipp gestured to the doorway. He changed his voice to sound excited when he asked, “Where’s your skunk?”

      The dog got up and dashed into the other room.

      Piper sat at his small kitchen table while Kipp made her a mug of hot chocolate.

      “It’s the instant stuff,” he apologized.

      “It’s fine,” she said. “The wind is cold tonight so anything hot will be great.” A manilla folder was the only thing on the surface. “Is that it?”

      He nodded, nervous about showing her the paperwork. The red tape seemed overwhelming, but if his requirements put her off, he’d know he’d done the right thing.

      Archie returned, his new prized toy dangling from his jaws.

      “Good boy,” Kipp told him. “Show Piper.”

      She gingerly took hold of the stuffed animal and Archie released and bit it repeatedly so the squeaker made noise, but didn’t let loose. “That’s a nice skunk you’ve got there.” She stroked the dog’s fur. “He sure is smart.”

      “He is,” Kipp agreed. “Good boy, Archie. Go lay down.”

      The dog plopped on the floor a few feet away and laid his snout on the toy.

      Kipp slid the folder in front of her. “This was new territory for the attorney I found, but he researched and consulted. I hope this is a plan we can work with. This is the first draft. We can still make adjustments, but I do have requirements.”

      She opened the folder to see what looked like a very official document and read the first page, explaining who the parenting partners were. Kipp’s financial statement followed. She shot her gaze to his where he’d seated himself across from her. She’d been cold minutes ago, but her skin grew uncomfortably warm. “This is so…personal.”

      His expression was earnest, his bright hazel eyes kind. She liked the way his hair fell in waves around his face, one side tucked behind his ear. “Well, this is a personal agreement.”

      He was remarkable. She’d always known that, always cared for him. She would never have considered asking him to do this if she didn’t know him so well. In a flash of uncertainty, the possibility that this could be so much more pierced her confidence. She trusted him. She treasured everything about him, not only his character, but physical traits…his woodsy scent, the way his hair fell in waves. She immediately buried the thoughts deep. She wasn’t counting on him ever having romantic feelings for her. “It feels wrong to look at your financial statements.”

      He grinned, that familiar handsome curve of lips creasing his cheeks. “If you’re going to carry my baby inside you for nine months, I think you can look at my accounts and holdings.”

      Grasping that bare truth, she swallowed and read the pages. His outdoor goods building on Timberline Drive was more than half paid for. Hudson Outdoor Gear turned a nice profit, according to his tax statements. Besides this home, he owned a residential property west of the park that generated monthly income. He had insurance documentation, a truck title, bank accounts. “It’s come to my attention that people underestimate you, Kipp Hudson.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re all laid back and dress like the rest of us, wear your hair long and come off as a country boy with your dog and your pickup, but you’re a businessman.” She softened the statement with a smile. “You’re a surprising man.”

      He shook his head and his eyes twinkled.

      Experiencing a wave of panic, she sobered. “In fact…you’re far more prepared to be a parent than I am.”

      Kipp covered her hand, his long warm fingers closing over hers. “You have the desire, Piper. You want a baby more than you want anything else. Isn’t that right?”

      She nodded and looked at him through a sheen of tears. “I do.”

      “You told me the house is yours.”

      “Grandad already gave it to me. Pearl’s is my second job. I have a bachelors in accounting. I’m the treasurer for a tax-exempt company, and I do taxes. I have money in savings.”

      “You’re probably making more with those jobs. How come you’re waitressing?”

      “I like working at Pearl’s. I like people. I tried an office job for a realty company, but being stuck at a desk every day and following company regulations wasn’t what I’d imagined. Once I secured a good account, I became self-employed. I stay at Pearl’s because I like it. And the tips are okay.”
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