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Billionaire CEO Lucas Taylor has everything a man could possibly want, except the one thing he never had as a child in foster care—a family. He’s trying to adopt a baby, but it’s a difficult process as a single man.

 

So when his administrative assistant, Allie Dickenson, asks him for a sizeable loan to keep her father in a care facility, Lucas makes a counter offer: a platonic marriage between them. Give him two years as his wife to get through the adoption process, and he will fund her father’s care for as long as he lives.

 

Allie reluctantly agrees despite her unspoken feelings for him. With time, she falls ever deeper in love. But will Lucas ever open his heart to her and all a family can offer?
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CHAPTER 1

 

 

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

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

“Lucas, I need to talk to you.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You have an hour after lunch.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Setting her desk phone to ring through to Lucas’s office, she hurried to the elevators and escape.
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Lucas stared down at his telephone, his finger hovering above the keypad. The urgency of his business with his attorney, John Evans, had faded into the background the moment Allie had appeared in his office. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

The king of all I survey, Lucas thought darkly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“No.”

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

“No. I won’t marry.”

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

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

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

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

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

“If you’ll think about my suggestion.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

Or at least that was what he told himself.

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

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

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

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

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

If only his soul weren’t so damned empty.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

His mind strayed to Allie no more than a half dozen times during the meeting.
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When Allie returned to her desk after lunch, she found a yellow sticky note on her phone. She recognized the handwriting on it immediately as Lucas’s hasty scrawl.

Problem in R and D.

Have to postpone our meeting.

—L.

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

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

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

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

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

“If you have a date…”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What have I got?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Not much, anyway.
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Lucas glanced again at the rearview mirror of his Mercedes. Allie was still behind him in her twenty-year-old Buick, her face barely visible through the sun-gilded windshield. When he’d first seen her old car, he’d nearly insisted she ride with him in the Benz, just to be sure she got to the restaurant. But the Buick had started right up, its badly tuned engine rattling and knocking as it idled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Marry me.”
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CHAPTER 2

 

 

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

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

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

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

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

“Hear me out,” he said again.

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

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

“A baby?” she asked, incredulous.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Lucas, you can’t mean that.”

“I can. It’s my money, Allie.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m being an ass,” he said.

“You are.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Then what’s the problem?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“But that’s not love.” 

“Not everyone marries for love.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How long?”

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

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

Her heart ached seeing him there alone, the desperation clear in his face.
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What a damn mess he’d made of things.

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

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

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

Check paid and the leftovers in a white plastic bag, Lucas returned to his Mercedes. He drove too fast back down the hill, tires screeching as he made the turn for his house.

He didn’t bother pulling into the garage, just left the sedan by the front door. Once inside his sprawling empty house, he slammed the door, tossed his keys on a side table and the leftovers into his Sub-Zero refrigerator.

As exhausted as he was from a long day, he felt wired and agitated. Last thing he wanted to do was to get into bed and lie sleepless for hours.

So he went to his home office instead and woke up the computer. He had a pile of reading to do, emails to send out, and financial reports to finalize. 

Financial reports that he usually completed in marathon sessions with Allie. That wouldn’t be happening tonight.

Three and a half hours later, his eyes burning and his mind turned to mush, he finally called it quits. He climbed the stairs to his bedroom, the disaster of his dinner with Allie revisiting him with each step. He’d undressed and was pulling on a pair of sweatpants when he heard his cell ringing downstairs.

He hesitated. Probably just the IT problem the CIO had told him about earlier today. It could wait until morning. Whatever it was, staff would deal with it and leave a message.

The phone stopped ringing. He settled into bed and picked up the thriller he’d managed to read three pages of in the three weeks since he’d bought it. He’d just opened it when the cell rang again.

TaylorMade headquarters would have to be burning down for someone to call him twice past midnight. He threw aside the covers and raced down the stairs.

His heart just about stopped when he saw the caller ID. Allie.

He swiped the answer button. “What is it? Are you okay?”

He could barely hear her soft-spoken “Yes.” Then she was silent for so long, he thought the call had dropped.

Then he heard her inhale a shaky breath. “Lucas?”

Something in her tone terrified him. Was this it? She’d had second thoughts and not only wouldn’t take his money after all, but she was leaving him?

Leaving his company, he reminded himself. But that would be just as cataclysmic.

“I have a question,” she said. 

Maybe she wasn’t leaving then. “Okay.”

“It’s about when staff bring their kids to headquarters.”

He tried to puzzle out where she was going with that. “It’s company policy. Parents can bring them in if daycare falls through or there’s another unexpected situation. Is there a problem?” 

“No,” she said slowly. “I just want to know...why do you hide in your office or down in the lab? As if you don’t want to be around them?”

He felt stripped bare. He wasn’t sure if he could bring himself to answer. “Because what they have...family... It tears me up to see it.”

“Because that’s what you want?”

“Yeah.”

She was silent again as if taking that in. “Then yes,” she said finally. “I’ll marry you.”
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At 7:15 the next morning, Allie stared bleary-eyed out the front window of Redemption Coffee, a small café across the road from TaylorMade headquarters. She’d arrived at seven on the dot as she’d promised Lucas. She’d already downed two mugs of black coffee.

But Lucas hadn’t arrived. And he was never late.

It had been well past midnight when she’d called him last night, and they were both beat. They’d gone over a few basics, then agreed to meet this morning to start hashing out details.

She’d barely slept after they said goodbye. She got maybe a couple hours before her alarm went off at six.

She checked the time on her phone. Getting close to 7:30, and still no Lucas.

A preposterous idea popped into her mind—that in the six or so hours since they’d spoken last night, he’d found another wife. He wouldn’t need Allie anymore. Which would be a relief, right?

At the beep of the door opening, she lifted her gaze from her phone. Lucas entered, glanced over at her on his way to the counter to order a coffee. Mug in hand, he headed over to her table.

He sat in the chair opposite her. “Sorry. Early morning call with my attorney ran long.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “You look exhausted.”

“Didn’t sleep well.”

“Second thoughts?” His was voice neutral, but she saw the tension in his face.

“A hundred of them.” She waved off whatever he might have said in response. “Don’t worry. The answer is still yes.” 

 “Good then. Fine.” He looked worried anyway. “Would a month be enough time for you? To pack up your apartment and move to my estate?”

The enormity of what she’d agreed to swamped her. “I wish I could just keep my own place.”

“Social services performs home visitations for prospective parents. They’ll expect husband and wife to be living together.”

Allie tried to grasp for some measure of self-control. “What about the $50,000?”

He waved off that concern. “After we’re married.”

“I need it now.” She could see the calculation in his face but wasn’t about to let him put her off. “I’m not going to take the money and run, Lucas. I said I’d marry you and I will.”

He stared at her, his gray eyes hard as steel. If he expected her to cave, he didn’t know her as well as she thought he did. 

He dropped his gaze and focused on his coffee, ripping open two sugars and adding them. “I’ll wire the money to your account tomorrow.”

He returned to the counter and ordered scones and a sweet roll for them to share. Shaken by what had transpired in the past several minutes, she realized she would have to strengthen her resolve if she hoped to survive this…this…agreement with Lucas with her self-esteem intact.

She’d skipped dinner last night after walking out of the restaurant, pacing her apartment trying to calm herself. Then once she went to bed, she tossed and turned until the wee hours, only managing a few hours of sleep. She’d gone into the office at 6:30, sending off a few emails before walking over to the café to meet Lucas.

With her stomach still in knots, she couldn’t imagine eating breakfast. But when the waiter brought over the warmed pastries Lucas had ordered, she was suddenly ravenous.

With a little food in her stomach, she could regain some equilibrium. “Where should we have the ceremony?”

He seemed surprised by her question. “The county courthouse. Or Tahoe. It doesn’t matter.”

She tipped her chin up stubbornly. “It does to me. I want my family there. They’d never forgive me if I didn’t invite them.”

“It isn’t a real wedding, Allie. We don’t need your family there.”

He was right, of course. There was no real commitment between them other than expediency. But she felt a compulsion to include her family. “I need them.”

“No.” He shook his head. “I don’t want this turning into a circus.”

“Not a circus, Lucas. Just my sister, brother and their spouses.”

His gaze narrowed on her. She got the sense he was only now realizing he may have underestimated her. She felt a brief flare of satisfaction. Then he dipped his head in acquiescence. “Fine. We’ll include your family.”

She ought to be content with that victory, but she pushed on. “And I want the ceremony at my church.”

“I won’t say the vows in a church.” He said the words quietly, but she saw a sharp look of loss in his eyes. 

“The courthouse, then,” she said.

Even as he retreated behind his habitual mask, Allie wondered about the true self hidden beneath. She wondered if there was anything more to Lucas Taylor than the overbearing persona he showed the world.

Maybe not. Maybe some men, like Lucas, like her own father, only knew one way—power, control, dominance. Compromise didn’t exist in their universe. In all the years and all the battles with her father, Allie would have given anything for a truce. But in her father’s eyes, truce meant surrender and surrender meant defeat.

In the end, his own body had defeated him. As his lucid moments became scarcer, her father might never realize the way his daughter had sacrificed her own freedom for him.

Leaning back as the waiter came to clear the table, Allie felt the nearly unbearable weight of her agreement with Lucas settle on her. She glanced over at him

He sat motionless, looking out the window at TaylorMade’s campus, his expression distant, his face emotionless. While she struggled to come to terms with the prospect of marriage, Lucas seemed to have already compartmentalized it as just another business decision. It meant no more to him than that.

Her gaze dropped to the table and saw a different story in Lucas’s hands. Resting on either side of his mug of coffee, tension popped the tendons out in the backs of his hands, his shoulders in a stiff, rigid line.

“Lucas.” She reached out, lightly touched his hand.

He jerked back from her, jostling the coffee cup. “Excuse me.” Tossing his napkin on the table, he rose and strode off toward the men’s room.

Allie watched him go, a thousand questions whirling in her mind. She nibbled at a last few crumbs of sweet roll, sipped her coffee, all the while forcing herself to sit still and wait for Lucas.

When he returned, he’d gathered his businesslike demeanor around him again. “We can have the ceremony at your church, if you like.” He said it as if it mattered little to him, as if his vehement objection earlier had never happened.

He threw down some cash for a tip. No explanation of why he’d left the table, no further discussion of the wedding. Allie could scarcely think straight, he had her so off-balance.

Outside, they walked together to his car. “I’ll drive you over.”

“I can walk.” She gestured across the busy four-lane boulevard at the TaylorMade building.

“I have to drive over there anyway.”

“I want to walk,” she insisted. “I need a little time to clear my head.” She could see him stewing over that, so she added, “I’m clearing my head, not changing my mind.”

“Good,” he said. “Last Saturday in September. The afternoon is fine.”

She might as well have been scheduling one of his business trips. “Have you considered what we should tell people at work?”

He shrugged. “They know how closely we’ve worked together the past two years. We’ll announce we’ve decided to marry. They’ll draw their own conclusions.”

It might be that easy for him. Most of TaylorMade’s employees were too intimidated to ask Lucas any personal questions. But she had a half dozen friends at the office who would grill her mercilessly when they found out.

He gazed down at her, his expression inscrutable. “That’s it, then.”

She waited for him to open his car dor. Instead, he bent, leaning toward her. His hand cupped her chin.

A shock ran through Allie. He was about to kiss her. As wrong and inappropriate as it was, she couldn’t help but long for it.

He straightened abruptly, backing away from her. “Sorry,” he rasped out. “I’m a damn idiot.” 

He wrenched open his car door and swung inside. After he backed his car out, she thought he might look her way, but he kept his gaze fixed forward out the windshield.

Her entire body shook. She’d thought she could handle this. She’d thought she could marry Lucas and still keep her sanity. But now she realized it was entirely impossible. Those few moments when he touched her had brought home to her the utter lunacy of the notion.

She forced her feet to move and made her way to the crosswalk. She’d have to tell him she’d changed her mind. Now, before she told anyone, before they made any plans. She’d just have to scare up another source of money.

Agitated, she missed the green light and had to wait another cycle to cross. As she pressed the button again, she tried to rehearse what she would say to Lucas. But despite all her efforts, her mind kept returning to the strength of his hand cupping her face and how it would have felt to have his mouth on hers.
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All that day, Lucas mentally kicked himself over what he’d nearly done. He made it back to his office before Allie did, then ghosted her, finding excuses to visit R&D, the IT department, and human resources. 

The last visit actually had a practical purpose. He had to discuss his situation in confidence with the head of HR, leaving out Allie’s name for the moment and the truth of why he was marrying her.

Now finally home, Lucas shut the front door behind him and tossed his keys on the small table in the spacious entryway. Through sheer will he kept himself from flinging his briefcase across the acres of Berber carpeting his living room. He dropped the leather case on one of the sofas, unwilling for the moment to open it and pull out the work he’d brought home.

What the hell had he done? What madness had taken control of him? He’d nearly kissed Allie. And what had possessed him to suggest marriage in the first place?

He slipped out of his shoes and padded across the glowing oak hardwood of the entryway to the thick living room carpet. At the far end of the wide room with its high ceilings and expanse of windows overlooking the three-acre lake below stood a fully stocked wet bar. His house manager, Mrs. Sibayan, always filled the ice bucket before she left for the day. Lucas pulled down a tumbler and dropped in a handful of ice.

An array of liquor bottles crowded the shelf above. Why did he keep so much alcohol in the house when he never entertained? Some damn test he supposed. To prove he could resist what had destroyed his mother, to refute the potential in his own genetic makeup.

Resolutely, he chose a bottle of tonic water and emptied it into the tumbler. A dish of cut lime waited for him in the small refrigerator under the wet bar. After squeezing a wedge into his glass, he moved to the sofa and sagged into it.

He took a swallow of the tart tonic water then set the tumbler aside. It had all seemed so logical in the moment. He needed a wife, she needed money, just as he’d said. But it was apparent from his lack of control when he walked her to his car that it had been his libido talking, not his brain.

He picked up the glass again, gliding it back and forth against his brow. What now? There was really only one course of action—tell Allie he’d changed his mind, that after giving the matter consideration, he’d realized a marriage between them would be unworkable. He’d loan her the money as he’d promised and work out an arrangement to deduct payments from her paycheck.

And the solution to his problem—the complete unlikelihood that the county would relent and decide he was eligible to adopt? He’d have to find another way, through private agencies or contacts made through his attorney, John. Private agencies were just as bleak an option for a single father and time was certainly against him. But at least he had the money to pursue that route.

Rising, he retrieved his cell from the briefcase. He’d gotten two messages during dinner, both from John. Without much hope, Lucas headed out the French doors in the back of the house. 

This side faced a grove of oak trees and the small vineyard he’d had put in four years ago. He didn’t bother listening to the messages, instead dialing his attorney’s cell.

After the greetings were out of the way, John cut to the chase. “Did I ever introduce you to my cousin, Angela?”

Lucas pressed his lips into a grim smile. “I don’t want you fixing me up, John.”

“But I think you two might hit it off,” John persisted. “She’s in her early thirties, absolutely gorgeous and ready to settle down. I told her about you—”

“Not interested, John.” Lucas paused, sipped his drink. “Besides, I’ve already made my own arrangements.”

“What arrangements?”

His hand shaking, Lucas had to set the glass on the deck railing. His decision of a few moments ago might as well have never been. “I’ve asked someone to marry me.”

Total silence on the phone line. Lucas waited for John to muster a response. After several seconds, his attorney asked, “Who?”

“Allie Dickenson, my executive assistant.”

“I had no idea there was anything between you and—”

“There isn’t,” Lucas said flatly. “I explained the adoption situation to Allie, and she agreed to help me out.”

“Just like that.” John sounded dubious.

“Not entirely. She’s in a financial bind. I promised her some money in exchange.”

It sounded so crass, laid out like that. He didn’t like the negative light Allie’s promise to marry him shed on her.

“I see,” John said. “And how long will your…commitment last?”

Tension tightened in Lucas’s stomach at John’s evasion of the word marriage. “Until the adoption is finalized. I hope things will move faster with the hurdles out of the way.”

“Even with private adoption, that could be a year or two,” John cautioned.

“I told her as much.” A year or two of living with Allie filled Lucas with an unexpected excitement. He paced across the porch, moving from one end of the house to the other.

John’s next statement brought him back to earth. “I assume you’ll want a pre-nup drawn up.”

A prenuptial agreement? Lucas hadn’t even considered that aspect. Something in him balked at the idea of asking Allie to sign a document protecting his assets. It seemed an insult to a woman who had been nothing but honorable as long as he’d known her. “Is that necessary?”

“I highly recommend it,” John said.

Lucas sighed. “How soon can you have it ready?”

“When’s the wedding?”

“Last weekend in September.”

“I’ll have it done by the end of next week.”

His mind working feverishly, Lucas re-crossed the porch. Beyond him, the gnarled branches of his vineyard glowed orange in the last of the setting sun, each vine heavy with grapes, Syrah and Zinfandel. He had so much, surely he could spare more than the twenty thousand he’d promised.

“I want to include a sizeable settlement for Allie.” Lucas named an amount, then immediately wondered if he should double it.

“You can’t be serious!” John protested. “Carol didn’t even get that much.”

“There wasn’t as much to give back then. Allie’s sacrificing one or more years of her life. It’s only fair.”

A thought niggled at him that it might have been fairest to simply loan her the money without the commitment of marriage. But he pushed it aside, determined to continue.

After he said his goodbyes to John, he considered calling Allie. He wanted to tell her about the pre-nup, about the additional compensation he was awarding her. He felt an urgency to cement the deal between them.

Heading back into the house, he logged into TaylorMade’s intranet on his cell and did a quick search for Allie’s company-issued phone number.  He was about to dial it when doubt lapped at him. 

Maybe he should leave her be tonight. He’d already dumped a mountain of turmoil in her lap, maybe she needed some breathing space.

He shoved his cell in his back pocket and headed for the stairs, pausing only to grab his briefcase. But two hours later, he’d accomplished none of the tasks he’d brought home with him. He could think of nothing but Allie. Not just the feel of her warm skin, but the way he felt with her. As if he was worth something in her eyes, not because of his millions or the company he’d built. But because of who he was inside.

It took hours to fall asleep. When he woke, he felt an inexplicable ache inside him. It clung to him as he dressed, ate a hurried breakfast, drove to TaylorMade headquarters. It eased only when he walked off the elevator and saw Allie waiting for him, a tentative smile on her face.
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CHAPTER 3

 

 

As Allie watched Lucas stride toward her desk from the elevators, she realized that even if she broke their marriage agreement, everything had changed. Telling him she’d had second thoughts about the marriage wouldn’t bring things between them back the way they were before. In that one moment when he’d touched her, the world had shuddered to a stop and had begun to spin an entirely different way.

He nodded at her as he passed, then waited at his door for her to follow. She wondered if he’d read her mind, had realized she wanted to talk to him. But of course, this was the way they started every morning, with his calendar, going over his day.

As she picked up her company laptop, she mentally rehearsed what she’d say to him about backing out of her commitment. They had to clear the air immediately.

She shut the door behind her, then crossed the room to set her laptop in its usual place on his desk. She took a breath to speak.

He beat her to it. “I spoke to my attorney last night and this morning. There are a few details about the marriage we need to go over.”

She immediately got to the point. “I’ve had a change of heart. I can’t marry you after all.”

Not a flicker of reaction in his face. He just sat down and motioned her to do the same. “The facts haven’t changed, Allie. Your needs and mine dovetail. I’ve already arranged for the funds.”

She sat in the visitor chair opposite him, perched on the edge. “I intend to explore other avenues for the loan.” What those would be she had no idea. “I’m sorry I can’t help you with your…situation. Marriage is out of the question.”

Resting his arms on his desk, he leaned toward her. “Why?”

It was barely a question, more a demand for information. Why? she asked herself. Why couldn’t she marry him? Last night at 2:00 a.m., her bedsheets tangled around her legs from her restlessness, she’d had the answers. Now it seemed none of them would hold up to his scrutiny.

“Because we hardly know one another.” She groped for the words. “Because marriage…” Because marriage is far too intimate a relationship. Because it would force a false closeness on us neither one wants.

Because you almost kissed me.

“Allie.” He said her name so softly, almost tenderly, bringing her attention to him. His steel-gray gaze fixed on her face, his expression intent. “What I did yesterday morning...touching you that way…it was completely inappropriate.”

“It was.”

“I promised you a platonic relationship, and I truly meant it. I won’t overstep those bounds again.”

Under his scrutiny, she could barely bring two thoughts together. “Even still, Lucas—”

“Please reconsider, Allie.”

Every ounce of self-preservation within her screamed no. His promise didn’t change the thread of attraction stretching between them, the secret yearning she’d had for him nearly from the day they’d met.

And yet… She studied his face, the impenetrable mask he wore. His eyes were guarded, giving nothing away. But his fingers were clenched, all the tension in his body centered on the tendons and bones of his hands.

What could be going on inside him that made control so imperative? She’d always seen him as arrogant, autocratic. In the two years she’d worked for him, she’d had to constantly struggle to hold her own, to stand her ground. Marrying him would make that battle ten times worse.

His gaze met hers unflinchingly as the grip of his hands tightened. Suddenly, her heart ached for him. And she knew, despite the sure peril ahead, what she would say.

“You won’t touch me again,” she said.

I won’t.

She looked down at her lap, taking her time as she considered. Thought about what a weight off her shoulders it would be to have the money she needed for her father’s care. “Yes, then,” she said. “We’ll marry.”

A smile flashed on his face and was gone in an instant. Tension seemed to drain from his body as his hands relaxed. “Let me update you on my conversation with my attorney.”

He launched into an explanation of the terms and conditions of their prenuptial agreement, his tone as impersonal as if he were discussing an upcoming corporate takeover. This should be a union made in love. She wished she could reach inside him somehow and shake that fierce reserve. But he’d withdrawn behind his barriers, unreachable.

“The prenuptial includes a settlement for you when the marriage terminates.”

Planning the ending of their marriage so cold-heartedly only heightened her misgivings. But she was committed now, no matter how wrong it felt. “I don’t need a settlement. You’re already loaning me the fifty thousand.”

“Giving, not loaning.”

“I’m planning to pay it back.”

“Don’t be pigheaded about this, Allie. The money is yours, free and clear as of today. The rest will compensate you for the one to two years this process could take.”

“It’s not a process, Lucas. It’s a marriage. Adopting a child isn’t a business transaction.”

His fingers wrapped tightly around the arms of his chair again, the only indication she’d hit home with her comment. “You’re right, of course. But I intend to give you the settlement, nonetheless.”

“How much?” she asked warily.

“Two million.” He said the amount casually, as if he were only offering her a couple hundred.

“You’re crazy!” She leapt to her feet. “Totally nuts! That’s too much, Lucas.”

“The hell it is.”

“I can’t take that much.” She shook her head. “No way.”

He crossed his arms over his chest, his expression cold. “I’m damn well not budging on this, Allie.”

She stared at him, completely flabbergasted. This was a man she’d seen go toe-to-toe with hardened businessmen, shaving millions off a deal if he felt the price was inflated. How could he justify giving her so much money?

But there was no arguing with him, at least for now. She’d have to find a way to refuse the money when the time came. She nodded her head in acquiescence.

“I’ll need the contact info you use for your bank,” he said as he picked up his cell. 

“My personal cell.”

“Which is...?”

“I thought you knew it.”

He shook his head. “Other than director-level, I don’t keep personal numbers in my contacts. Only employees’ company-issued cells.”

“I guess you should save my personal cell.” She recited the number. “Considering...”

He tapped his phone screen. “I guess I should.”

She’d left her cell on her desk, but she heard it ding a moment later with a text notification. No doubt the message would tell her he’d transferred the money into her account. 

She sank back into her chair, a weight in the pit of her stomach. How would she handle two years of this?

He gave her a brusque nod, then they went over his calendar for the day. He told her what reports he’d need for his various meetings, reeling off the information with machine-gun rapidity. Somehow he seemed able to maintain his businesslike demeanor while her hands shook on the keyboard, making one error after another as she typed.

When she finally escaped from his office, she had to give herself a moment to recover before running the reports he’d requested. She sagged over her desk, leaning against it as she took a few deep breaths. 

Helen, who worked for one of Lucas’s vice presidents, gave her a sympathetic smile. Allie responded in kind, although it was a weak effort.

Helen would know soon enough, and word would pass around the company from her and the handful of others Allie would tell. For now, she was just as glad to keep the news to herself, to have a chance to accustom herself to the shock.

Her desk phone buzzed, startling her. She picked up the receiver. “Yes?”

“Get on that church right away,” he said. He might as well have been asking her to order him a sandwich from the deli.

“I’ll let you know what I find out.”

He fell silent and Allie assumed his mind had already shifted to his day’s meetings. She was about to take the phone from her ear when he said, “Allie?”

The tentativeness of his tone surprised her. “Yes?”

Another long pause. “Thank you.”

She didn’t know what shocked her more—that he’d said it or that he sounded so genuinely grateful. “You’re welcome.” She lowered the receiver back to its cradle.

She sat for a moment at her desk, trying to calm the tumultuous feelings inside her. She was marrying Lucas Taylor, her boss. They would put on the facade of a happy marriage to allow him to adopt a child. She would be on her guard every moment against his overpowering personality, against her own inappropriate desires.

She understood the fear inside her, even the excitement. But one emotion roiling within her baffled her completely.

Joy.
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After a day spent playing telephone tag with Lucas, Allie returned home with her nerves in a frazzle. She’d finally left a note on his desk about the church, giving up on actually seeing him face-to-face. 

Now as she threw together a quick meal of leftovers, her gaze kept straying to her cell. She’d thought he might call her, to touch base, to compare notes on how the plans for their wedding were coming along. But it seemed now that he had her consent, he’d relegated her to one of those myriad mysterious compartments in his brain.

She had to call her sister, Sherril, and her brother, Stephen. She’d already put it off too long. She didn’t relish the inevitable questions and the answers she would have to fabricate.

She dawdled through her meal, then hurried downstairs to the apartment complex laundry room and started a load in the washer. When she returned, she quickly checked her phone. No voice mails, no texts from Lucas. It was nearly eight. She couldn’t put off her calls to her family any longer.

Her Sherril’s husband answered his wife’s phone then yelled for her, giving Allie a few moments to figure out what she planned to say. After assuring Sherril everything was fine both with her and their father, French, Allie asked, “Are you sitting down?”

Sherril’s throaty laughter eased the tension in Allie’s shoulders. “Lying down, actually. The baby’s been playing the tom-toms on my spine.”

Allie blurted out the news. “I’m getting married.”

The silence stretched out uncomfortably before Sherril finally spoke. “How could you be getting married? You haven’t even been dating anyone.” Another pause. “Have you?”

Allie had realized before she picked up the phone she couldn’t tell her sister the truth, not if she wanted to keep the predicament of their father’s care to herself. She could only hope the lie she’d concocted would sound believable.

“I’m marrying Lucas Taylor. My boss.”

Sherril was quiet so long, Allie wondered if the connection had been dropped. Finally, her sister said, “I had no idea there was anything going on between you two.”

Allie forced a laugh. “Neither did we. Just kind of sneaked up on us, I guess.”

“Well…congratulations, then. When’s the wedding?”

Allie braced herself for her sister’s reaction. “End of September.”

“What! I’ll still be pregnant then,” Sherril moaned. “Unless this beast decides to come early like his sister did. How am I going to find a whale-sized matron of honor dress?”

Allie smiled, pleased Sherril assumed she would be matron of honor. “I’m sure we can find something. Besides, this way, I have at least a hope of outshining you at the wedding.”

“Allie, I gave up the crown of prettiest sister to you with my first set of stretch marks. Are you having it at the church?”

“Yes, the minister was able to fit us in, even with such short notice.” Reverend Harmon had been so delighted at her news. Even now, Allie felt a stab of guilt at the lies she’d told him. “The reception will be at Lucas’s estate.”

Allie filled Sherril in on the remainder of the details, then begged her to pass on the news to their brother, Stephen. She simply didn’t have the energy to spar with her brother, who still thought his baby sister needed his protection.

After she hung up the phone, Allie headed downstairs again to shift her clothes from the washer. As she fished the card from her pocket to start the dryer, she realized even this mundane task would change when she moved to Lucas’s estate. No more lugging laundry down two flights of outside stairs in the winter rain or blistering summer sun. No keeping her card topped up ready for laundry day.

Would they wash their clothes together? Intermingling her life with Lucas’s in such an ordinary way seemed terribly intimate. It made their upcoming marriage somehow more real, more valid.

Rattled by the notion, Allie left her clothes tumbling in the dryer and returned to her apartment. The flashing light on her phone sent her heart into overdrive. Had Lucas called her after all? But it was only her brother Stephen, demanding she call him back tonight.

The last thing she needed was Stephen and his lectures. She’d committed herself to Lucas, to their marriage. Her brother’s haranguing would only heighten her doubts.

Flipping on the TV, she watched a mindless cop show as she waited for her laundry to finish. Lucas never did call, but Stephen did, twice more. Allie resolutely ignored him each time.
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With morning light spilling into his office, Lucas paced in agitation. In the week since he’d proposed marriage to Allie, he still hadn’t regained his focus. Each day his preoccupation with his executive assistant grew.

It wasn’t just the forbidden thoughts he ruthlessly pushed aside before they took root. He was her superior, at the top of the TaylorMade food chain. It would be despicable for him to take advantage of that.

It was more that thread of connection with her that grew stronger by the day. And a longing that wasn’t any more appropriate for him to feel.

He’d promised her their marriage would be platonic, and he’d wear shackles 24/7 if had to. But bottom line, he was boxing her into a marriage that she clearly didn’t want.

He’d been rolling that around in his mind over the last week, guilt and panic taking turns inside him. Guilt because he hadn’t just loaned her the money without strings attached, panic because he was afraid he’d still screw things up and she’d leave the company.

He had to get himself under control. He forced himself to sit at his desk. Locking his fingers together, he gripped them tightly. Then he dragged in a long breath and let it out.

Unclenching his hands, he lifted a small square sticky note from the left side of his desk and repositioned it on the right. The note had been there all week, a glaring reminder of the upcoming ceremony. In fact, he hadn’t even known the time and date of his own wedding until Allie left him the note.

On the pale-yellow square of paper, she’d written Reverend Frank Harmon, then the name of the reverend’s Methodist church in Marbleville, 20 miles southwest of Redemption Hill. She’d penned the time and date of the ceremony across the bottom of the note, the neat flowing loops of her script as feminine as the woman who wrote them.

A knock on his office door sent tension zinging up his spine. He dragged a folder to the center of his desk and opened it, dipping his head down to the stack of papers he should have been reviewing. “Come in.”

Allie slipped inside, shutting the door behind her. As she crossed the office, her soft skirt rippled around her, shaping itself to the curves of her body. “Could we talk?” The faintest trace of irritation colored her tone.

He closed the folder with precise care. “Certainly.”

She stood before his desk, shoulders thrown back. “You might be able to see our marriage as a cold-blooded business deal, but I can’t. Even though we’re not marrying for love, we’re going to live together for the next two years. We ought to get to know each other better.”

He struggled to focus on what she was saying, distracted by the way the late-morning sun lit her slender form. Would her skin feel warmer under that yellow glow? He shook off the image. “What do you want, Allie?”

“I want you to stop avoiding me.”

“I haven’t been avoiding you.”

She just stared at him a moment, her expression telling him she knew a snow job when she heard one. “I want to spend some time with you, Lucas. I want a chance to get to know you a little better before the wedding. At the least so I’ll have something to tell my family when they ask questions about you.”

It wasn’t an unreasonable request, despite the myriad secrets about himself he wasn’t about to tell her. But he could give her a sanitized version.

She stood there, watching him, no doubt preparing her next argument if he turned her down. Lord, she was a hell of a fighter.

“What am I doing for lunch?” he asked her.

The question caught her off guard. She glanced around her as if seeking her laptop. “No meetings scheduled.”

“I have one now,” he said. “With you.”

Her brilliant smile cut straight to his heart, setting off a flurry of unfamiliar emotions. Before he could catch his balance again, she covered his hand with hers. “Thank you.”

Her warm touch hit him hard. He wanted to tell himself it was his body’s sexual response, but that didn’t explain the ache in his chest, the way he longed to pull her hand close and press a kiss in her palm.

No possible way he could do that. But he couldn’t resist the temptation to enfold her hand in both of his.

A mistake. Her gaze locked with his, adding an electricity to the physical link between them. He got to his feet, slowly, half of him willing her to pull away from his loose grip, the other half wanting to tug her closer.

She didn’t pull away. She leaned closer.
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CHAPTER 4

 

 

Allie never should have touched him. In her delight over sharing lunch with Lucas, she’d let impulse take control. Now with him so near, even with the desk between them, she wanted nothing more than to give in to passion.

She had to pull away. Had to regain her strength, her will. Yet she leaned even closer, and he mirrored her until they were far too close.

Stop it! she yelled inwardly. Let go!

Yet she didn’t. She even brought her other hand up and reached for him. Her fingertips were inches from his face when reality suddenly rushed in and gave her a mental kick. She snatched back her hands.

In an instant he released her. She nearly stumbled as she backed away.

He turned away from her. Facing the window, he pressed both palms against the glass, arms stiff with tension. “Hell.”

She heard a tremor in the softly spoken word. Raising a shaky hand, she smoothed her hair from her face. “I’m sorry.”

He looked at her over his shoulder, his eyes blazing. “What the devil do you have to be sorry for?”

“Because I…” Her stomach knotted, cutting off the words. She took a breath. “I shouldn’t have touched you.”

For a long moment, he just stared at her. Then he pushed away from the window. “It was an innocent touch, but no, you shouldn’t have. Because I damn well can’t seem to control…” Stabbing his fingers through his dark hair in agitation, he raised his gaze to hers. “I’m the one who should apologize. You did nothing wrong. I took advantage…hell.”

She’d seen Lucas angry, seen him throw on a cloak of intimidation that drove fear into the hearts of his adversaries, but she’d never seen him this way—flustered, uncertain, off-balance. His unsettling vulnerability set off a chord inside Allie, an unexpected tenderness.

Which sent her thoughts marching in a perilous direction. She edged away from him, headed for the door. She could feel his eyes on her every step but couldn’t quite meet his gaze. “Is lunch still…do you still want to…?”

“When are my appointments finished?”

“Twelve-thirty.” She chanced a quick glance at him. The softness she’d seen before in him had gone, replaced by his usual icy calm.

“Twelve-thirty, then.”

He lowered himself back into his chair. She reached for the door.

“Allie.”

The gentleness of his tone drew her back around. Arms across her middle, she faced him. Something flickered in his eyes, emotions that seemed to struggle to the surface before sinking again into the enigma that was Lucas Taylor.

He dropped his gaze, shuffled the papers in the file folder on his desk. “I’ll need that production cost spreadsheet for the eleven o’clock sales meeting.”

He’d shut himself off again, reverting to the businessman. He so easily suppressed the emotions that still had her in turmoil.

Irritation gnawed at her. “How many copies?”

“Ten should do it.”

He still kept his gaze fixed on the file folder as if it held some crucial secret. Despite the bland neutrality of his expression, she could see the tension in his hands, and Allie’s heart ached for him again.

Her irritation faded away. “I’ll have them ready for you in ten minutes.”

She slipped from his office, moved to sit at her desk. As she opened her laptop, she tried to untangle the confusion inside her. But when it came to Lucas Taylor, nothing was simple.

With a sigh, Allie brought up the spreadsheet program and with an effort of will, threw herself into her work.
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At exactly twelve-thirty, Lucas returned from the sales meeting. “Let’s go.”

In the process of transferring figures from the quarterly marketing report to a spreadsheet, Lucas’s command splintered Allie’s hard-won concentration. She pressed the wrong key and deleted the last hour’s work. “Damn!”

She glared up at Lucas, then quickly clicked the Undo command. Banging at the keyboard, she saved her work and set her laptop to sleep. With an angry jerk she pulled open her desk drawer and grabbed her purse.

She seethed silently in the elevator. He seemed oblivious to her anger. When they reached the ground floor, he laid his hand lightly at the small of her back and guided her through the lobby.

“We’ll visit my jeweler after lunch to select rings.” He opened the lobby door for her, stepping aside to let her go first. “I’d rather have you there since I don’t know your preferences.”

The midday heat scorched her in the first few steps outside the building’s air-conditioned comfort. She couldn’t hold in her agitation an instant longer. Turning to stand in his path, she stopped his forward progress.

“My preference is that you treat me with a modicum of respect and courtesy. My preference is that you remember I’m not a serf you can order around to do your bidding.”

“What are you talking about?”

She clenched her jaw and took a moment to gather her patience, then she looked up at him again. “If you hadn’t noticed, I was working in there, doing work for you as a matter of fact. In the time I’ve been employed by you I’ve put up with your arrogance because you were my boss.”

She pointed a finger at him for emphasis. “You’re still my boss. But if we go through with this crazy idea of a marriage, I want you to ask politely, not bark out an order.”

He looked stunned, then he pinched the bridge of his nose, shaking his head. “Too much a creature of habit. I’ll do better.”

“Thank you,” she said. “Shall we go?”

He looked down at her, some kind of calculation in his eyes. “Can I take your hand?”

“You said you weren’t going to touch me.”

“And I won’t if it’s not okay with you. But we want people to think of us as a couple eventually,” he said. “Holding hands seems safe enough.”

Maybe to him, but her overactive imagination said otherwise. Even so, she held out her hand. He interlaced his fingers with hers. They headed off together, her bare arm rubbing against the sleeve of his suit jacket as they kept pace with one another.

Up ahead the parking lot steamed in the brilliant sunlight. When they reached his silver Mercedes, he paused before pulling out his keys, raised her hand to his chest. “It’s been a long time since I’ve held a woman’s hand.”

His comment startled her. He’d been dating someone as recently as late spring. The woman had come into the office a half dozen times, a tall edgy blonde who apparently owned a high-power consulting firm in downtown Sacramento. Allie tried to remember if she’d ever seen Lucas holding the woman’s hand. She could only recall the blonde’s stunning looks, how striking a couple she and Lucas had made.

Yet another puzzle piece that didn’t seem to fit. 

Lucas squeezed her hand, then let go to unlock the car. He opened the passenger-side door, helping her in before rounding the car to the driver’s side.

As they pulled out of the lot, Allie remembered what Lucas had said about the jeweler. “We don’t need rings,” she told him.

He didn’t even look her way, just glanced at the rearview mirror as turned onto Interstate 80. “We’re getting rings.”

“I’ll just have to return mine when we…well, after.”

“You’ll keep it.”

Along with that ridiculous amount of money he was insisting she take. “Then we’ll just get plain bands. Something inexpensive.”

Brow arched, he shot his gaze her way, then returned his attention to his driving. Allie sighed, realizing he might have agreed to treat her with courtesy, but it wouldn’t change his attempts to always be the one in charge. She’d have to be constantly vigilant, or he might smother her very identity as her father had done to her mother for all those years.
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Lucas saw the surprise in Allie’s face when they pulled up to the tiny Mexican restaurant he’d decided on for lunch. She’d probably expected something pricey and upscale. Cocina Caldera was nearly a hole-in-the-wall by comparison, but the food was good, the service excellent. That he had a connection to the owner, Teresa Caldera, that he felt a certain comfort here he felt nowhere else, Allie didn’t need to know.

When they stepped inside the packed restaurant, Teresa Caldera and her daughter Inez greeted Lucas by name as they hurried by with steaming plates. As he and Allie waited for a table, Lucas shifted uneasily, wondering what Allie thought of the place, wondering if by being here he somehow revealed too much of his past.

Suddenly anxious to leave, he said, “It’s too crowded. We’ll try somewhere else.”

She smiled up at him. “I’m not in any hurry. This place smells wonderful.”

By now they’d edged their way up to the cash register where Teresa rang up a sale. The stout woman, her dark hair threaded with gray, grinned up at him. “Hola, guapo, ¿Cómo estás?”

“Bien,” he replied in automatic response to the familiar greeting.

Teresa gave Allie a pointed look, and Lucas felt suddenly awkward, like a teenager introducing his girlfriend to his parents for the first time. This was the only time he’d brought anyone but a business associate to the restaurant.

“This is Alison Dickenson, my executive assistant. Allie, this is Teresa Caldera.”

The two women shook hands, then Teresa rushed off to pick up another order. Inez came to seat them, and Lucas sank into the booth in relief.

As they scanned their menus, the crowd thinned out and the din quieted. Lucas could feel Allie’s gaze on him. He raised his eyes to hers.

“What?”

She shrugged. “You didn’t introduce me as your fiancée.”

Of course she’d noticed. “It slipped my mind.”

She eyed him in frank disbelief. “Nothing slips your mind, Lucas.”

“Teresa would have made a big deal over it. I didn’t want her fussing.”

“You must know her well to have her fuss over you like that.”

“I eat here often,” Lucas said. The plastic edges of the menu bit into his palms. “Teresa has a way of making her regulars family.”

Lucas could see she wanted to push the issue. He set the menu down. “Are you ready to order?” Without waiting for her to answer, he signaled Inez.

Out of habit, he ordered in Spanish and Inez joked about his atrocious accent as she always did. She insisted he introduce Allie, her dark brow rising speculatively when he described Allie as “his good friend.” No doubt Inez would be comparing notes with Teresa back in the kitchen.

The questions seemed to pile up in Allie’s green eyes. While they waited for their food, Lucas kept Allie busy with questions about work, querying her about when she’d have the month-end reports ready.

When Inez brought their lunch, Lucas dove into his fajitas, focusing on piling strips of beef, red pepper and onion onto the flour tortillas. From the corner of his eye, he could see Allie watching him.

“Is there something wrong with your mole?” he asked. “We can send it back.”

“The mole is fine,” Allie said. “But we’re kind of defeating the purpose here. The whole point in having lunch together was to get to know each other. We never will if we keep talking about work.”

He set down his fork. “What do you want to know?”

She smiled at him across the table. “I’d just like to learn a little more about you.”

Wariness crept into the pit of his stomach. “Like what?”

“Where you grew up, where your parents live, if you have brothers and sisters.”

Such ordinary questions, easy enough for most people to answer. But for him, they opened a can of worms he had no intention of opening. “I grew up in the Sacramento area, moved up to Redemption Hill when TaylorMade was just getting started. I have no brothers and sisters.” That was not exactly true. “My parents are dead.”

He could see the sympathy in her face. “I’m sorry. How long have they been gone?”

“A long time.” To cut short her inquiry, he turned the question around to her. “What about your family?”

“A brother and a sister. Both married, both have kids. I have four nieces and nephews with another on the way. My mom…” She looked away a moment, and grief flashed across her face. “She died a few years ago. My dad…he lives in Reno.”

“French Dickenson, right? Forbes did quite a write-up on him, what…ten years ago?”

“Twelve.” Her gaze dropped to her plate, and she ran the tines of her fork through the thick mole sauce. “He was very proud of that article.”

The motion of Allie’s wrist as it bent and straightened, bent and straightened, snagged Lucas’s attention. He could imagine that same mesmerizing movement against his own body. Shaking the image off, he asked, “Is he still running Postal Express?”

Her hand froze. She kept her eyes on her plate. “No. He’s retired.”

Lucas could see something in her face…. Sorrow? Regret? He wanted to reach across the table, lay a soothing hand against her cheek. He squelched the impulse. “Will he be coming to the wedding?”

“He’s not in the best of health. Traveling is... difficult for him. Sherril, Stephen and I visit him on Sundays.”

Now it was his turn to be curious. He tried to remember what he might have read in the business-trade magazines about French Dickenson’s retirement. If there had been mention, it must have been small enough to have passed his notice.

“I’ll meet him later, then,” Lucas said.

She gave him an ambiguous shrug, then bent her head to her lunch. She pushed more of it around than she actually ate.

“I’ll box it for you,” Inez said, picking up the plate when she brought the check.

Allie laced her fingers together and rested them on the table, tipped her head up to him. “You won’t have family to invite to the wedding?”

Across the room, Teresa stood at the register. She smiled broadly, speculation clear in her lined face as she watched him with Allie. These were the people he should invite—Teresa, her brother Guillermo, Inez. 

But until this moment it hadn’t crossed his mind. Until this moment, it hadn’t occurred to him how hurt Teresa would be to be excluded. He’d gone off to Tahoe to wed Carol and Teresa still gave him grief. It had been enough of a disappointment that his chosen bride hadn’t been Inez even though they’d never been more than friends.

Yet, by inviting the Calderas, Lucas risked opening a door to his past he’d long ago nailed shut. How would he explain to Allie what Teresa and Guillermo were to him without telling her the rest? Only by flat lies which his foster mother would never be party to.

Damn, he never should have brought Allie to Cocina Caldera. What had he been thinking?

Glancing at the check, Lucas added an over large tip and rose abruptly to his feet. “The jeweler’s expecting us.”

He put out his hand to help Allie from her seat, conscious all the time of Teresa’s eyes on him. As they exited the restaurant, Lucas waved to Teresa and Inez, glad to escape from their scrutiny.

Allie looked thoughtful as she sat beside him in the Benz, as if she was considering all the evidence and waited for it to click into place. The leather-wrapped steering wheel went slick under his sweaty palms.

“They seem like such nice people,” Allie said finally.

“Yes, they are.” The questions were coming, he could feel them ready to beat at him, ready to expose the hidden past. Not that he would answer them, but just being asked was painful enough. He sucked in a breath and held it.

“Do you think we could have the reception there?” she asked, her tone offhand. “Instead of at your estate?”

The innocent, simple query pulled the air back out of his lungs. It was the perfect solution, one he should have thought of himself. It was a way to include the Calderas without making an issue of his relationship with them.

He stepped on the brake as the traffic light up ahead went yellow. He glanced over at Allie, looked for some inner knowledge she might be keeping to herself. He saw only her frank open gaze.

Gratitude welled up in him, mingled with a joy he didn’t know how to handle. Somehow, Allie knew what the Calderas meant to him without asking for the details.

He swallowed against the surge of emotion. “Teresa would love to host a wedding dinner. I’ll arrange it when we get back to the office.”

“I can take care of it,” Allie offered.

“I’ll do it,” Lucas said brusquely. “I’ll know what to order.” And it would give him a chance to talk things over with Teresa, to maintain the secret of his years in foster care with her.

Allie nodded her acquiescence. The light turned green, and he drove on. He flexed his hands on the wheel as he tried to tuck away the emotions Allie managed to stir in him. This beautiful young woman, at once gentle and determined, posed more peril to his neat, compartmentalized life than he ever would have expected.
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Thunderstruck, Allie stared down at the ring the jeweler held out to her. “No. No way.” She gestured at the massive solitaire, at what must have been a ten-carat diamond set in platinum. “That’s way too much, Lucas.”

Lucas’s mouth set in a stubborn line. “I can easily afford it.”

“I’m sure you can.” Allie glanced up at the jeweler. A spare, sandy-haired man of indeterminate age, he remained silent as he offered the ring for her approval.

She narrowed her gaze against the brilliant light reflected by the blue-white stone. “Lucas, it’s an incredible ring, but I’d feel a little…ridiculous wearing a diamond that big.”

Faint color rose in his cheeks and Allie realized she’d offended him. She laid her hand lightly on his arm. “It’s gorgeous. But I’d truly love something a bit…simpler. Less ostentatious.”

He wanted to continue the argument. She could see it in the set of his jaw. She knew why he wanted such a showy ring. Despite his cold and autocratic image, Lucas was a generous man by nature. She’d seen it in his lavish annual bonuses to the staff, in the godawful amount of money he was insisting on paying her as a settlement. 

This outrageously expensive ring was his way of expressing his generosity. He didn’t know any other way.

She turned to the jeweler. “Do you have something more delicate? More feminine?”

The jeweler whisked away the solitaire without comment, no sign on his impassive face that he regretted the loss of what had to be a sizeable commission. Setting the ring back into the case, the jeweler scanned the rows of wedding sets before plucking one from the ranks.

He held the ring box out to Allie. “Perhaps this one?”

“Oh,” Allie sighed as she reached for the box. She cupped it in her hand, gazing down at the delicately wrought rings, gold filigree and diamonds flowing in a sweetly feminine design. “Yes, this is perfect.”

She looked up at Lucas, saw the conflicting play of emotions in his face. Was he unhappy she’d chosen a different ring? Irritated that she wouldn’t cooperate with his choice?

He took the ring box from her, and she half expected him to return it to the jeweler. Instead he tugged the engagement ring from the deep-blue velvet, then set the box aside and took her left hand.

His gray gaze on her face, he slid the ring onto her finger. It went on too easily, would probably have to be sized to fit her, but it looked so exquisite she hated to give it up. And the way Lucas’s warm fingers enfolded her hand, she wanted to stand there forever, her gaze locked with his.

The jeweler cleared his throat. “I can have those sized for you this afternoon, have them ready by six.”

Flustered, feeling the heat rise in her cheeks, Allie tugged away from Lucas. Her hands trembling, she pulled the ring off and fitted it back into the box. She glanced up at the jeweler, saw his pleased smile.

“This is the best part of my job.” The man beamed as he set aside the rings. “Especially when a couple is as in love as you two obviously are.”

She almost corrected the jeweler. Because they certainly weren’t in love. This marriage between her and Lucas had nothing to do with devotion to one another. Yet that was the illusion they intended, and somehow the jeweler had seen the facsimile of love in them.

She stole a glance at her husband-to-be, tried to read the thoughts behind the implacable lines of his face. But his expression told her less than nothing. If he felt awkward or embarrassed by the jeweler’s assumption, he didn’t show it.

As she gazed at Lucas, a yearning rose in Allie. There existed deep within this man something so precious it far outweighed the value of the gaudy stone he’d wanted to buy her. She ached to delve inside him, to take a breath like a pearl diver and bring the priceless treasure to light.

An impossible task. A man as formidable as Lucas had more barriers than the most protected fortress, more twists and turns than the most complex maze.

And then as she watched, the steel-gray of his eyes softened, ever so slightly. He reached for her hand, lifting it to his mouth. He brushed his lips across her knuckles, a whisper of a touch. Then, before he released her, he paused, eyes shut, his warm lips pressed against her skin.

In that instant she would have given anything, everything, even the exquisite ring about to become the token of their marriage, to know what emotions stirred inside him.

Then he let go and with the loss of contact, the marvelous, precarious moment was lost.
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CHAPTER 5

 

 

Lucas stood motionless in the center of his expansive living room, staring out the windows that overlooked the lake marking the back boundary of his property. With the arrival of September, the days had seemed anxious to end earlier and earlier. As 7:00 p.m. dragged into 7:30, the sun teased the tops of the oak trees off in the distance.

She would be here any minute. Their Saturday-afternoon wedding would be a week from today, and Allie had yet to visit his house. She would be bringing over some of her things tonight, would take the first steps in claiming one of the guest rooms as her own.

It was ridiculous that he should be nervous. Ever since the episode at the jeweler’s when he’d so badly misjudged the style of ring she would want, uncertainty about anything to do with Allie constantly filled him. Now he worried that she would hate his house, that the moment she stepped inside, dismay would be obvious in her expressive face.

Stress set his stomach churning, made him sorry he’d eaten that quickly slapped-together sandwich an hour ago. He’d wanted Allie to join him for dinner and had asked his house manager, Mrs. Sibayan, to make something special. Knowing his fiancée would be sharing the meal with him, Mrs. Sibayan had gone into a culinary frenzy, preparing two Filipino favorites—a massive bowl of pancit, with brazos for dessert. The fragrance of the pancit and its sautéed noodles, vegetables and shrimp still lingered.

But the piled-high bowl of pancit sat untouched in the refrigerator. Allie had called at six, sounding frazzled and rushed and had begged off dinner. She was running late, would have to grab something on the run, didn’t want him to wait for her. The bite of disappointment had surprised him, threatened to rouse old memories of childhood hurts, of simple but carefully prepared meals left uneaten.

As the sun edged a bit closer to the crowns of the blue oaks, he brushed away those memories. He’d been a lost child then, powerless over the one adult in his life who meant so much to him. To compare that to the inconvenience of missing dinner with Allie was ludicrous.

Yet his fingernails dug half moons into his palms. He shook the tension from his hands, shoving them into the pockets of his khakis. He twisted a little, left and right, then rotated his shoulders. Despite the perfectly controlled climate in his air-conditioned house, his polo shirt clung to his body, damp with perspiration.

He took one step toward the tall windows overlooking the lake when the sputter of a badly tuned engine turned him around. He spotted Allie’s Buick winding up the drive, slowing as it approached the house. He hurried to open the front door and all but ran down the porch stairs.

By the time he reached Allie’s car, she’d opened the door herself and stood looking over the top of the Buick toward the house. She stared at it silently, her gaze moving along the wraparound porch, along the second-story windows to the barely visible lake beyond.

Lucas took a deep breath in an attempt to quiet the rapid beating of his heart. He couldn’t understand his reaction. Why was it so damn important to him that she like his house?

She turned to him, smiling, her eyes bright with pleasure. “It’s beautiful, Lucas. It’s a dream house.”

He couldn’t have stopped his own smile to save his life. The joy that rocketed through him at her approval threw him off-balance. He couldn’t think of what to say in response, especially with her green eyes fixed on him. His “Thank-you” came out with stiff formality.

Grabbing her purse, she swung the car door shut, then opened the back seat. “These wouldn’t fit in the suitcases.” She reached in for a pile of clothes on hangers, then jiggled the keys wedged in her hand. “The rest is in the trunk.”

He took the keys from her and unlocked the trunk, pocketing the keys. One way or another, he was going to find a way to get her another car. Her arms around a thick stack of clothes, Allie waited while he retrieved a garment bag and two bulging suitcases from the trunk.

“Lead the way,” she said, smiling up at him.

At the sight of her tipped-up face, the sweet curve of her mouth, her vivid green eyes, heat spiraled throughout his body. Even with her hair escaping her ponytail, her face washed clean of makeup, in a well-worn tank top and jeans, she couldn’t disguise her beauty. He ached to touch her, to draw her to him. He wanted her body against his.

He gasped in a breath and turned away from her abruptly. “Your room is upstairs.”
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Allie watched Lucas take the porch steps two at a time, his body ramrod straight. In an instant, his mercurial moods appeared to have shifted from uncertainty to joy to a blatant attraction she couldn’t deny. In the space from one heartbeat to the next, he had cast her into complete confusion.

He waited for her in the foyer, stepped way back as she entered the house. As she scanned his living room, he gave her an expectant look, as if he was waiting for her judgment. Almost like a child searching for approval.

Struggling to resolve the paradox that was Lucas, Allie turned away from him to gaze out the windows on the other side of the room. A lake glowed in the last of the sunlight, a dock on its near side, massive blue oaks on its other shore.

A private lake. A fairy-tale house. And Lucas Taylor, the handsome prince she would share it with. The enormity of it threatened to overwhelm her.

Forcing a smile, she turned back to him. “Do you swim in the lake? Does it have fish?”

Whatever uncertainty she’d seen before in him had vanished. “Yes to both,” he said. “I keep it stocked with trout and bass.”

She laughed. “Your very own lake. That’s amazing.”

He gestured with the suitcases toward the stairs. “There’s a room adjoining yours. I thought we could make that the nursery.”

A nursery. In the crazy whirl of details she’d had to handle in the past few weeks, she’d boxed away in her mind the real reason he’d asked her to marry him. To allow him to adopt a child.

Now, as she followed him up the stairs, she tried to picture a youngster in this pristine and formal house. Stopping to look over the railing of the landing to the living room below, she saw hazard after hazard in Lucas’s exquisite home.

Her arms growing tired with their load, she rested them on the railing. “How old a child had you planned to adopt?”

He hesitated before answering. “My attorney has been looking for an infant.” He set down the suitcases, opened a door. “Your room is here.”

She ran her gaze along the curve of stairs, then out the back windows where she could see the edge of the lake’s near shore. “Then you’ll have some time to set things up.”

She turned to see him standing between the suitcases, his arms rigid at his sides. “Set things up?”

Sidling past him into the room, she dumped the stack of clothes on the bed. “A child safety gate on the top of the stairs, something to fence off the lake.”

She might as well have been speaking in Greek for all the comprehension he showed in his face. “Why would I fence off the lake?”

She went to retrieve a suitcase, brought it over to the solid oak dresser opposite the bed. “Once the baby’s walking, you’ll want to restrict him or her to safe areas. That means fencing off the lake or providing an enclosed play yard. Child latches on the cupboards in the kitchen, covers for the outlets, that sort of thing.”

Lifting the suitcase to the top of the dresser, she opened it and began to empty the contents into drawers. She looked over her shoulder at Lucas, feeling a little awkward having him watch her fill the drawers with panties and bras. But he seemed a million miles away, his eyes downcast.

Sliding a drawer shut, she moved to where he still stood in the doorway. “It’s a lot to think about, isn’t it?”

His head swung up, an intense light in his eyes. “I haven’t thought about it at all. I never thought past getting a child.”

He spoke of the adoption as if it were an acquisition, like buying a car or a piece of property. Could he really be that cold? “Lucas.” She placed her hand on his arm, momentarily distracted by the feel of his warm skin, the flex and pull of the muscles beneath. “Have you truly thought this out? Are you genuinely ready to adopt a child? It’s a lifetime commitment—is it really what you want?”

A storm of emotion played across his face—doubt, self-recrimination, helplessness. For just an instant his eyes wouldn’t meet hers.

Then he fixed her with his gaze. “It’s not your place to ask that question,” he said, biting out the words. He turned away, and she heard his footsteps sounding along the landing, the opening and slamming of a door.

With a sigh, Allie shoved aside the clothes on the bed and lowered herself to the edge. She felt taut as a bowstring, aching from the inside out. She ached for Lucas and the pain he wouldn’t share, ached for the child that would soon come into this house to live with him. Every uncertainty she’d had about the madness of their upcoming wedding assailed her now, urged her to break away while there was still time.

But nothing had changed. Not her need for money, not the commitment she’d made. Lucas had already paid her debts. How could she not follow through? Even if she promised to repay the money, it wouldn’t be right to renege on her part of the bargain.

She would have to follow through. There was really no other choice.

Heart-sore, she rose, looked around her at the room. The double bed and two nightstands filled one wall, the dresser and a small dressing table the opposite wall. To her left were a walk-in closet and a door to the bathroom beyond; to her right a door that must lead to the nursery.

He’d furnished her room plainly. Plantation shutters covered the windows flanking the bed, the oak dresser and nightstands were simply made. Maybe he thought she’d want to add her own touches to the room.

With some trepidation, she moved toward the nursery door, wondering if that room would be as featureless. Easing open the door, she poked her head inside, saw a crib and a changing table, a small white dresser and a toy chest. The crib had been made up with a fitted sheet. A nondescript mobile hung above it.

She moved around the foot of the crib, set the mobile spinning with her finger. She imagined a baby sleeping here, snug in a fleece sleeper, warm and loved. Smoothing a hand over the sheet, she tried to picture Lucas lifting the baby in his arms, holding it close. But it was hard to imagine.

Turning to go, her gaze fell on something propped in the corner of the crib. Tattered and stained, a ragged bear leaned against the crib slats, its eyes brown stitching. Its left foot was scorched, and a little stuffing had leaked out. As bedraggled as it was, the stuffed toy begged Allie to pick it up.

As she reached for it she wondered if Mrs. Sibayan had put it here. Maybe the well-loved toy had been a grandchild’s and the woman knew the room needed something real, something personal. It surprised Allie that Lucas would have allowed it to stay.

Turning the bear over, Allie found a frayed tag still attached by a few threads. Flipping over the tag, her heart squeezed tight in her chest. Scrawled on the tag, nearly illegible, was the letter L.

L for Lucas. It was his bear. Tears tightened her throat, brimmed in her eyes. Lucas had played with this bear as a boy, had saved it all these years. And now, when he seemed to know nothing about children, how to love them, how to raise them, he knew at least this much—that a child needed something like this bear to hold on to for comfort.

She set the stuffed toy back into the crib where she’d found it, brushed away the tears that had spilled down her cheeks. The sound of footsteps startled her, and she realized they came from the next room over. It had to be Lucas’s. She heard his door open again, then close, then Lucas walking along the landing toward her room.

Not wanting him to find her in the nursery, she quickly slipped out, shutting the door behind her. Although her bedroom door was still open, he rapped on the doorjamb without coming inside. “Allie?”

“Yes.” She used her hands to dry her cheeks. “Come in.”

He stepped inside, his expression wary, his gray eyes turbulent. He stood stiffly, his wide shoulders stretching the knit of his pale-gray polo shirt, the raw lines of his face set. Feature by feature, he wasn’t a handsome man, but taken as a whole he was devastating. Allie fought to resolve the image of the man before her with the stuffed bear she’d found in the nursery and could not.

She was completely unprepared for what he had to say. “I’m sorry.”

She shook her head slowly. “For…?”

“What I said before. That you had no right…” He tightened his hands into fists, then uncurled them with effort. “You have every right. You’re to be my wife.”

The words were stilted and awkwardly spoken, but she could see the effort it took him to say them. “Thank you.” She gestured to the suitcases, the clothes piled on the bed. “I guess I should get back to this.”

He stepped inside the room. “Can I help?”

“No, I…” She laughed. “Yes, please. I’m so used to me helping you in the office, it seems strange for you to…”

“This isn’t the office. You don’t work for me here.” He stepped closer. “You understand that don’t you? You will be my wife, my partner, in every way but one.”

She stood there, stunned, trying to absorb what he’d said. “But only until the adoption is final,” she reminded him.

He kept his gaze steady on her face. “Yes. Until then.”

Turning away from her, he reached for the suitcases still outside the room, brought them in. “Now, what can I do?”
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Allie leaned against the kitchen island, surveying the large room as Lucas prepared coffee. Miles of granite countertops, acres of rich oak cupboards, gleaming pots and pans hanging from wrought-iron hooks—the room made her own pint-sized kitchen seem like a broom closet.

As he measured out coffee and water, Lucas stood with his back to her, the display of muscles under his shirt tempting her to touch. Working together in the close quarters of her room, watching him handling her clothes as he hung her dresses, blouses and slacks in the closet, had tautened the sensual thread that always seemed to run between them.

Once when she’d looked over her shoulder at him, she’d caught him with one of her silk shirts in his hands, fingers caressing the delicate fabric while he stared thoughtfully at her. He’d looked away quickly, leaving her with her heart beating crazily, fingers trembling as she continued to stow her things in the dresser.

Now he turned to face her, leaning against the kitchen counter while the coffee brewed. “Cream? Sugar?”

The simple query seemed layered with meaning. There was nothing intimate about a cup of coffee, but in that charged atmosphere, he might as well be asking about her preferences in bed.

Allie crossed her arms over her middle. “Two sugars.” She laughed softly. “We’re marrying in less than a week and we don’t even know how we each take our coffee.”

“Black,” he said, fingers curled around the edge of the counter. “And strong.”

As his gaze locked with hers, the very air seemed to thicken, to caress her skin. She broke the visual contact, stared down at her hands as if they held the secrets of the universe.

When she looked up again, he’d turned away, opening the refrigerator to retrieve two dessert plates. Setting them on the counter by the coffeemaker, he unwrapped the plastic from them and set a fork each one.

“It’s called Brazo de Mercedes,” he said, bringing the bowls over to the island. “A meringue cake roll filled with custard. It’s one of Mrs. Sibayan Filipino favorites.”

“How long has she been with you?”

“I’ve known her for decades.” He turned to pull two mugs from the cupboard. “Went to school with her daughters for a while but kept in touch. When I bought the estate, I needed someone to manage it. She’d just sold her accounting business and wasn’t quite ready to retire. She cooks dinner for me most nights and stays on top of everything—repairs, maintenance, the garden.”

“If she makes desserts like that, I’m sure I’ll love her.”

He set the mugs down on the counter. “Did you want to eat at the breakfast bar or in the living room?”

“The living room.” She picked up the plates, leaving him to pour the coffee. She set the desserts on a table beside the sofa.

She’d gotten only a brief look at the room when she’d first come into the house. It was obviously professionally decorated, with oatmeal-colored Berber carpet, a sleek taupe sectional sofa, occasional tables in glowing oak. Subdued lighting illuminated the artwork on the walls, pricey lithographs and original oils.

She didn’t doubt everything here was the best money could buy. But there was nothing of Lucas in any of the furnishings, no touch to make the room seem personal. It all coordinated perfectly, as if order and structure mattered more than making this place a home.

Except for one small watercolor squeezed between two floor-to-ceiling bookcases. Allie crossed the room for a closer look, smiled in delight at the vivid splashes of color that filled the neatly framed piece. The staid mahogany on either side of the abstract image seemed barely able to enclose its energy.

She looked for a signature in the lower right hand corner of the painting and saw with a shock the familiar, hastily scribbled L.

She turned to Lucas when he entered with the coffee. “This is wonderful.” She gestured at the watercolor. “I didn’t know you painted.”

“I don’t.” He set one mug on the table with the brazos, color rising in his face. “Sit. Your coffee’s getting cold.”

He seemed embarrassed by the painting, which only heightened Allie’s curiosity. She slipped off her shoes and took a seat on the sofa. Curling her legs under her, she picked up her plate.

Lucas stayed standing. His strong hands curved around his mug, but he didn’t drink, didn’t pick up his plate to eat. He just watched her.

Feeling edgy under his appraisal, Allie took a bite of the brazos. The delectable sweetness caught her off guard and she closed her eyes as the meringue and custard melted on her tongue.

“It’s delicious,” she said as the luscious taste faded. She opened her eyes, smiling at Lucas.

The intensity of his gaze sent sensation lancing through her. She had to force herself to drag in her next breath, to quiet the trembling in her hands.

She tipped her head down to her plate, focusing on another bite. “I’d love to know how to make this,” she said, taking another bite.

He still hadn’t sipped coffee, just stood holding it in his hands. “I’m sure Mrs. Sibayan would be glad to show you.”

“It must be nice having someone to cook for you. Especially when you entertain.”

“I don’t entertain.”

She blinked in surprise. “Never?”

He shrugged. “I don’t like bringing clients into my home.”

That she knew since she usually made the arrangements at a local restaurant. “You must have friends who visit.”

“My attorney, John, has dinner with me from time to time.”

His attorney…that was his only friend? “And when you date—”

“I never bring them home.”

“Never?” The realization stunned her. “Then I’m the first woman—”

“Besides Mrs. Sibayan and the decorator, you’re the only woman I’ve had here at the house.”

“Not even the woman you dated last spring?”

He looked baffled for a moment. “You mean Monique? No, we only met over dinner or at her house.”

She tried to absorb what he’d said. He owned this big, beautiful house, never entertained, scarcely brought friends here to visit. Not even that stunning blonde.

Allie looked around her at the stark living room and saw something new in its featureless perfection—loneliness. Then the brilliant hues of the watercolor caught her eye. “When did you paint that?”

Lucas swung his head toward the painting, his jaw tightening. “A long time ago.”

An urgency rose in Allie, to touch him, to soothe him. “Lucas.”

He turned to face her. Despite the danger of having him nearer, Allie patted the seat beside her. “Come sit with me.”

For a moment he didn’t move, then he set aside his coffee and lowered himself beside her with a sigh. She put down her plate, laid her hand on his arm.

It seemed the most natural thing in the world that he turn to her, that he pull her to him. She slid her hands around his waist as he wrapped his arms around her. And although he didn’t completely relax, she could feel at least some of his tension release with a long exhalation of breath.

His heart thrummed against her ear, a steady beat. She tipped her head back to look up at him. “This will all work out, Lucas. Our marriage. The adoption.”

He shook his head. “Maybe this is all wrong. What the hell do I know about children?”

She smiled. “You’ll figure it all out. Every new parent has a lot to learn. And babies don’t come with instruction manuals.”

“But I have to know now. I have to do it right.”

She stroked his back. “You’re allowed a few mistakes, Lucas.”

“Not with a child.” He shook his head again and she could feel the motion ruffling her hair. “Never with a child.”

Drawing back, Allie looked up at him. “No parent is perfect.”

“They can be.” His cheekbones stood out as his jaw tightened. “I can be.”

“Lucas…” She brought her hands up to his face. “You’re going to do it wrong sometimes. Every parent does. Mine did, I’m sure yours…”

The bleakness that entered his eyes shocked her. She saw pain distilled there, pain so deep it must go straight to his soul. She tried to remember what he had said about his parents, could only recall that they were both gone.

“Lucas,” she said softly, fingertips grazing his hair lightly. “We both survived whatever errors our parents made. Your child will, too.”

The gray of his eyes darkened, a storm raging in them. As Allie watched, a fire ignited there, hiding the pain. He pulled her closer to him. “I promised I wouldn’t touch you.”

He bent his head, his fingers tangling in her hair, his forehead pressing against hers. Her heart jolted into overdrive at their closeness, at the warmth of his breath against her face. 

Her fingers locked around the back of his neck. She looked up at him. “I shouldn’t be touching you either.”

He pulled back, got to his feet. “This...isn’t what we agreed to.” He turned away from her, stared out at the lake now shrouded in blackness. “I damn well ought to have better self-control.”

“Lucas.” She rose on shaky legs, tried to frame the words. “I can’t become sexually involved with you,” she finally stated baldly. She looked up at him, to judge his reaction.

His profile could have been carved in granite for all his expression changed. “Of course not. It wasn’t part of the deal.”

He made it sound so cold-blooded. But how could she tell him the real reason they had to keep their distance? That if they made love, there would be nothing to hold her heart back. Even now it would take very little convincing for her to interpret the feelings she’d been harboring for him as love.

It wasn’t love at all. It was only respect for his dignity and honesty, sympathy for the troubled emotions he could neither express nor completely keep inside him.

There were no words for her feelings, so she simply agreed with his assessment. “No, it wasn’t part of our deal.”

“I promised you a platonic relationship. I apologize for breaking that pledge. Again.” He turned toward her. “Look—I brought homework this weekend and still haven’t gotten to it. I’ll see you out.”

His abrupt dismissal left her reeling. She nearly reminded him he’d promised her courtesy, too. But as he picked up the plates and the mugs, she could see the tremor in his hands. She guessed that in that moment, he needed her gone, needed the space of his solitude.

She picked up her purse, waited for him to return from the kitchen. He didn’t touch her as he handed over her car keys, then escorted her outside. Although she longed to, she resisted the urge to hug him goodbye.

In the cool darkness of the autumn night, she slipped inside her car, cranked down the window. “See you Monday, then.”

He tipped his head in assent, then reached in his pocket again. “I nearly forgot.” He dangled a set of keys.

Allie held out her hand and he dropped them into her palm. At her questioning look, he said, “For the house, the garage, the boathouse. I haven’t picked up a duplicate key for the Mercedes yet.”

He stepped away from her car then, one hand up in a wave, the house lights behind him backlighting him into silhouette. Setting his keys on the seat beside her, Allie started the engine.

As she pulled away, she knew he was watching her. When she reached the end of the drive, just before pulling onto the street, she looked in her rearview mirror. He still stood there, a tall, lonely shadow.
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CHAPTER 6

 

 

Soft autumn light filtered through the stained-glass windows on either side of the sanctuary, washing the floor in reds, blues and greens. Beside her sister in the vestibule, Allie peeked around the open doors.

Lucas stood at the altar, impeccable in a charcoal-gray suit. She couldn’t make out his expression, couldn’t see if it was calm or anxious, if the emotions roiling inside her were mirrored in him.

Sherril leaned in close and whispered in Allie’s ear. “You’re sure about this?”

No! a voice screamed inside of Allie. “Of course I’m sure,” she said aloud.

“We could still make a run for it.” Sherril tipped her head toward the exit doors, her hands resting on her swollen belly. “Although in my case it would be more like a waddle.”

Allie giggled, a slightly hysterical sound. “My luck, you’d go into labor halfway through our escape.”

Sherril smiled, laid her fingers lightly on Allie’s bare shoulder. “Truly, you can change your mind if you want.”

Her sister’s earnest expression was nearly Allie’s undoing. She blinked away the temptation of tears. “We’re in the church, Sherril. It’s a little late for cold feet.”

“No.” Sherril turned Allie toward her. “Allie, if there’s anything…” She looked away a moment, then back at Allie, her expression troubled. “I noticed at the rehearsal dinner…he doesn’t touch you, barely looks your way. Are you positive—”

“I’m positive,” Allie assured her sister. How could she tell Sherril the truth, that Lucas kept his distance to avoid setting off a wildfire? “We’re both sure.”

Unable to meet her sister’s gaze any longer, Allie turned to look up the center aisle of the church again. Lucas stood motionless, head up, shoulders pulled back, arms at his sides. Only his hands moved, alternately curling into fists, then straightening as if all his energy centered there.

Allie pulled back from the door, smoothed the pale-gray satin of her skirt, tugged at the dove-gray lace bodice of the Empire-style dress. “Is my zipper zipped?” she asked her sister. “Are my hooks hooked?”

“Yes. You’re an exquisite bride,” Sherril told her, touching the tendril of hair that curled by Allie’s ear.

Would Lucas think so? Allie wondered as she lowered the gray tulle veil over her face. “Then I’m ready.”

Sherril poked her head around the doors, nodding to the organist. The elderly woman broke off from Pachelbel to start the wedding processional. Lucas had wanted to veto that particular nod to tradition.

But if Allie had left it up to him, there would be no music and no flowers flanking the altar. The ceremony would be just long enough to allow them each to say, “I do.”

At least he’d left the dress up to her, would see it for the first time today. As Sherril’s seven-year-old daughter, Lisa, headed down the aisle with her basket of rose petals, followed by her five-year-old brother, Daniel, with the pillow holding the ring, Allie agonized over her choice of wedding dress. Far from traditional, the bodice rose to a standup collar and left her shoulders completely bare. The long A-line skirt had a slit up the back that ended just below her knees.

Sherril gave Allie a smile and a quick squeeze on the arm before hurrying after her son who now stood frozen half-way down the aisle. Sherril’s dress, borrowed from a pregnant friend, swirled in soft shades of rose and gray, a perfect match for Allie’s gown.

Now the music swelled, cueing Allie. A mass of nerves, she dragged in a long breath, wishing for the hundredth time her father could be here, his hand on her arm. She’d gone as far as to call the nursing home yesterday, to see if there was any possibility of bringing him down for the ceremony. 

But the nurse at the care home told her French was having a bad day. It wasn’t likely his mind would be clear enough for Allie’s wedding.

So, she would walk up the aisle alone. Filling her lungs one last time, she rounded the door, stepped into the aisle. Clutching her bouquet of baby’s breath and pale-pink roses tied with gray ribbon, she tried to still the trembling in her hands. too cowardly to look at Lucas yet, she kept her gaze fixed on Reverend Harmon up by the altar. Ridiculous as it seemed, she craved Lucas’s approval of her dress, her hair, even the gray slippers on her feet.

Sherril had reached the altar, turned to stand on the reverend’s left, opposite Lucas’s attorney friend, John. When Allie had met John last night at the rehearsal dinner, his warm, outgoing nature had surprised her. How such dissimilar men as he and Lucas had managed to become friends in college, Allie couldn’t understand.

She had to look at Lucas now. Her crossed fingers hidden by her bouquet, she lifted her gaze to him. She nearly stumbled as her heartbeat lurched into high speed. Then tears pricked her eyes.

He looked stunned, his mouth slightly open, his eyes wide, their gray so soft her heart melted. The yearning in his face, like a child whose greatest wish has just been granted, reached deep inside her. As Allie stepped up beside him, turned toward him and reached for his hand, a suspicion flared inside her, that there was more to this marriage than either of them might want to admit.

She shoved the thought aside, not trusting her own emotions. It was only the ritual, the ceremony that filled her with such longing, her fervent wish that the vows they were about to speak could be true.

Lucas’s warm hand enfolded hers. She clung to the bouquet of roses as if it were a lifeline, telling herself again and again this was only pretend. It wasn’t really the beginnings of love she felt in her own heart or saw in Lucas’s eyes. It was just the music, the church, the presence of her family around her, her fervent wish her father could be here. It was the tumultuous emotions that confused her, led her to believe the impossible.

She dimly heard the words Reverend Harmon spoke, then Lucas’s low quiet voice repeating the wedding vows. He said each phrase with characteristic intensity, never mind this union’s built-in time limit. When it was her turn, she found herself caught up in the magic of the ritual. Her voice quavered over the final “I do,” tears threatening to close her throat.

Lucas slid the wedding ring on her finger, and she gazed down at it, the concrete symbol of their promise. That the promise would only last a year or two she banished from her mind.

Then the pastor invited the groom to kiss his bride, and Lucas reached for Allie’s veil. His hands trembled a little as they pulled away the gray tulle, then smoothed it behind her head. He paused a moment before he leaned in, and Allie couldn’t take a breath.

As he lowered his lips to hers, Allie was starkly aware this would be the first time he had touched her since her visit to his house last week. She felt grateful for their audience, that there was something to keep their passion from flaring out of control.

He pressed his lips to hers, enough to satisfy the tradition of a kiss, not nearly enough to quench Allie’s thirst. As he drew back, she had to squelch the urge to throw her arms around him and haul him back against her. Instead, she turned to her sister to retrieve her bouquet, then with Lucas beside her, she faced the sparsely filled pews.

Behind her, Reverend Harmon beamed. “I now introduce to you Mr. and Mrs. Taylor.”
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