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To my baby, who isn’t a baby anymore.

I love you more, Ry.
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Myles Redmond was annoyed.

Scratch that. He was more than annoyed. He was pissed and currently doing his best not to glare at the woman sitting in the chair next to him.

Dear God, he’d never resented anyone more in his life, and the fact that he was married to her made the nightmare they were living through one hundred times worse.

It would be fair to say their three-year marriage hovered on the brink of failure, and the outcome of this meeting might be what sent it plunging to its demise.

Myles clenched his jaw as he regarded Holly, taking in her unsmiling face and rigid posture. His wife’s beauty turned heads everywhere they went but had failed to turn his since she’d demanded the DNA test.

“Would you stop looking at me like that?” Holly huffed, cutting a pair of ice-blue eyes at him. She sniffed and abruptly looked away, her chin notched a fraction higher as she presented him with her profile. “Whether you want to admit it or not, we’re doing the right thing.”

She’d worn a light blue dress for the occasion. As if she hadn’t made her hopes for the outcome of the meeting clear enough. Blue was her lucky color. Her long manicured nails kept up a rhythmic tapping on the wooden arm of her chair.

“And what exactly is that?” he asked, his tone like shards of glass.

Exasperated, she rolled her eyes and flicked a wavy lock of platinum-blond hair over her shoulder. “God, I hate when you’re like this. You know exactly what I’m talking about. I can’t believe you don’t want to know who she belongs to.” She addressed the empty desk in front of them more than she did him.

“She,” he stressed through gritted teeth, “has a name. Her name is Haylee, and she is our daughter.” His voice was low and controlled while he seethed inside. It didn’t matter what the DNA results revealed. Haylee was their child. After all they’d—she’d gone through to have her, how could she say otherwise? That was the thing he couldn’t understand. His part had been easy. Hers had not—as she’d frequently reminded him.

Holly huffed out a sound of deep frustration, her narrowed gaze taking a glancing stab at his face. “She’s not ours, Myles, and for the life of me, I don’t understand why you refuse to accept it. It’s as obvious as the nose on my face that she belongs to another couple.”

“She’s ours.” He was the only father Haylee had ever known, and no test was going to change that.

“I’m sure her biological parents will have something to say about that.” His wife had made up her mind and refused to be swayed.

Recognizing the pointlessness of arguing with her, Myles kept his mouth shut and averted his gaze. These days, it was impossible to look at her without feeling a profound sense of betrayal…and anger—so much anger. Feelings far removed from how he’d felt the day they’d exchanged their wedding vows.

“Myles, they have as much a right to know as we do. Wouldn’t you want to know if you were in their place?” Holly said, her voice cajoling, indicating a switch of tactics. Good cop, bad cop, meet Holly the Bully and Holly the Sweet-Talker, the same woman employing two tried-and-true methods to get her way.

Well, it’s not going to work this time.

The office door behind them opened, and Dr. Kelly Franklin walked in, saving him from more of his wife’s attempts to convince him her motivation was altruism, not selfishness.

Small in stature at barely over five feet and clad in a white lab coat, Dr. Kelly had brown shoulder-length hair and carried herself with the confidence of the framed Harvard MD degree hanging on the wall.

“Good afternoon, Mr. and Mrs. Redmond. Thank you so much for coming in on such short notice.”

The doctor’s greeting was warm and respectful. More importantly, she didn’t sound as if she was about to plunge a knife into his heart. That said, it was clear she hadn’t come bearing tidings of joy either.

Myles made a move to stand, but she stayed the act of male courtesy—ingrained in him by his father—by motioning for him to remain seated.

Quelling his instincts, he subsided back into his chair and watched as she quickly took hers behind the desk.

“Sorry to keep you waiting.”

She was nervous but doing her best not to show it. As a former defense attorney, Myles had learned to pick up on the subtleties of body language. She hadn’t blinked once since she’d greeted them, and the distinct tapping sound that began shortly after she sat down was her nervously tapping her shoe on the floor. Holly’s hands were on her lap.

“We were early,” Myles said. Fifteen minutes, to be precise. Because this was important. The rest of his life hinged on what she was about to tell them. Despite vowing to himself that he’d remain calm, he felt tenser than ever.

For a beat, her brown eyes bounced between them. Then she blinked and said, “The DNA test confirmed that—”

“She isn’t ours, is she?” Holly asked, cutting the doctor off midsentence.

Myles turned and narrowed his eyes at his wife. Why not put up a billboard? I don’t want her. Give her to someone else.

As far as he was concerned, Holly had checked out of motherhood and their marriage before she packed her bags and took off to San Diego to stay with her mother after telling him she needed space.

What kind of parent needed “space” three weeks after the birth of her daughter?

His wife, that was who.

Look, he got it. They had hired a surrogate, so Holly didn’t get to bond with Haylee the way mothers usually did, but she’d known that from the outset. They’d both gone into this with their eyes wide open…and then some. Furthermore, parents didn’t walk away just because their child didn’t turn out the way they wanted or expected. That wasn’t the way parenting worked.

At the end of the day, though, he had to face some hard truths. He was just as much to blame for what was happening. While he might be successful in other parts of his life—he was a loving father, son, brother, and uncle and a loyal friend, and had been elected president of the California Bar Association two terms in a row—he sucked when it came to romantic relationships.

How did he know?

Because he already had one failed marriage under his belt, and it looked like he was coasting for divorce number two. In sports terms, he’d soon be 0–2.

Dr. Franklin tentatively cleared her throat before continuing. “Unfortunately, your case is a little more complicated.”

“Complicated? What does that mean? Either she’s ours or she’s not.” Holly turned and looked at him as if expecting him to echo her demand for clarity. “Although I think it’s obvious she can’t be.” The latter she muttered as an aside meant to be heard—just in case the good doctor didn’t know where she stood on the matter.

Myles’s jaw locked. According to his wife—who’d gone from being the top-producing female real estate agent in Southern California to self-ascribed geneticist—Haylee couldn’t be the product of two white, blue-eyed parents. If she has a drop of Nordic ancestry in her, I’m the Queen of England, Holly had said in reference to her parents’ Swedish heritage and Haylee’s slightly darker complexion, dark brown curly hair, and brown eyes.

Never mind that he was a quarter Sicilian on his mother’s side, and his hair was dark and wavy. In her summation of their daughter’s parentage, it was clear Holly hadn’t factored his genes into the equation.

“Would you mind elaborating?” he said, his brow furrowed in concentration.

Dr. Franklin inhaled and treated them to another unblinking stare. “It means that you’re right. There was a problem, but not what I assumed. The error occurred during the egg selection portion of the fertilization stage, not the implantation stage.”

For the first time since they walked into the office, Holly appeared genuinely confused. “Are you saying that—” She broke off, as if unable or unwilling to give voice to whatever conclusion she’d drawn in her mind. Unusual for her.

The doctor met Holly’s puzzled stare. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but you aren’t your daughter’s biological mother.” Her gaze then shifted to him. “However, you are her biological father.”

Holly’s gasp cracked the air like a thunderclap. The deafening silence that followed was just as loud.

Myles was too stunned to speak, his heart pounding so loud in his ears that, for a few moments, it drowned out all possible thought or comprehension.

“No, no. That can’t be right.” Holly turned to him, her eyes wide with shock and disbelief.

If he could speak, he didn’t know what he would say, given the state of his mind. Completely blown.

The doctor’s composure—which had remained relatively calm thus far—began to show cracks. Based partly on the dates on her diploma, he guessed Dr. Franklin was in her early forties, but the depth of the lines now bracketing her mouth and fanning out from her eyes spoke of the toll this must be taking on her and made her look years older.

Swallowing visibly, she continued. “We had the test run by two different labs. The results are the same.”

Accompanying his wife’s cry of dismay came the realization that his claim to his daughter was as solid as any father’s could be. Haylee was his. Relief began to seep into every part of his being. Seconds later, it washed over him in a flood. He could breathe again.

Dr. Franklin regarded them, self-reproach stamped all over her face. “I’m sorry. I’m so very sorry. I don’t know how this happened. It’s never happened to us before. But I promise to get to the bottom of it and do whatever it takes to make this right.”

Coming into the meeting, Myles had prepared himself for only two possibilities. Either Haylee was biologically theirs, or she wasn’t. And in the latter’s case, he’d been fully prepared to fight to keep her even if his marriage would be one of the casualties of any battle he’d have to wage.

The one thing he never imagined was discovering he had a baby…with a woman he’d never laid eyes on.
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Whitney loved acting. She loved it as much as she did her music career. It was all the necessary other stuff she could have gladly done without.

That was the main reason she relished a day like today. For the first time in months, she didn’t have to wake up at the ass crack of dawn and sit in a makeup chair for hours, only to hurry up and wait for her scenes to be called. The movie she was costarring in had wrapped last week, and she was temporarily free to wake up whenever she wanted on the days she wasn’t going into her company’s headquarters in Culver City.

Today, she’d gotten up at eleven and had a leisurely breakfast of coffee and a fruit cup before settling down on the sofa in her office to start reading the script she’d been sent a week ago. She was a third of the way through it when Kennedy called.

“Hey, girl, what’s up?” Whitney said, tapping the screen to put the call on speaker.

“I’m good. What’s up with you?”

“Right now, I’m on vacation from two of my three jobs,” she said, laughing. “I’m going into the office tomorrow, but only because April’ll be there.” April was a senior women’s evening wear and bridal designer at Oasis, Whitney’s fashion company. She was also a good friend.

“Other than that,” Whitney continued, “I plan to catch up on some sleep and fly out to Jersey to visit my parents. I told you my dad’s having back surgery, and it’ll be nice for my mom to have another pair of hands around to help out.”

“Oh good. We can hang out when you’re here.”

“Absolutely. How are things with Nate?”

“He asked me to move in with him, and I said yes,” Kennedy stated, breathless excitement in her voice.

Whitney snorted a laugh. “So when’s the wedding? I’m going to need to block out the time on my calendar at least six months in advance.”

“You must not have heard me right,” Kennedy replied with a laugh. “He asked me to move in with him, not tie the knot.”

“Sweets, he asked you to move in with him last year. What’s new is that you finally agreed. And let’s face it, you were practically living with him anyway. You’re only making it official by letting USPS and your landlord know what’s what. I’m talking about the wedding. And don’t even pretend that won’t be happening sooner rather than later.”

Not only did Whitney know it, she could feel it in her bones. Her friend had found the love of her life and basked in the before, current, and aftereffects of it. As well she should. Nate was one of the good ones. It also didn’t hurt that he was fine as hell and rich with a capital B for billionaire.

“You need to cool your heels,” Kennedy said, a smile obvious in her voice. “We’re taking it one step at a time. First step, live in sin. If the sinning continues to go as well as it has been, then we can talk marriage.”

“Oh, I bet you’re sinning the hell out of each other every night and are loving every second of it.” Whitney snorted. She shot an absent glance down at the script open on her lap. “And don’t give me that. You know damn well you’re marrying this one.”

“Maaaybe,” Kennedy said, drawing out the word. “Okay, fine, I would say the odds are good. But we’ve only been dating for six months. We have lots of time to think about marriage.”

“Just don’t make him wait too long.”

Kennedy made a sound, a mixture of amusement and exasperation. “What do you mean, wait too long? Six months is nothing.”

“You’ve got to be kidding. That’s as long as three of my relationships.”

Dating in Hollywood was a crapshoot, and so far, luck had not been on her side—and it wasn’t because she was too picky, as way too many of her friends claimed. If anything, she wasn’t picky enough. She was becoming convinced that some malevolent being had put a hex on her love life.

“Speaking of relationships, how are things going with Daniel? Any better than the last time I asked?”

“The romance part is as good as dead,” Whitney replied matter-of-factly.

Things between her and Daniel had barely gotten off the ground before the coasts and then oceans had come between them, effectively grounding their relationship for good. Not only did he live on the other side of the country, but his professional tennis career sometimes had him flying internationally more than she did on a world tour. Although to call what they had a relationship was being generous. They’d been long-distance sometime lovers. Now they were strictly phone and FaceTime friends.

“That’s too bad.” Kennedy let out a rueful sigh. “You know Nate’ll be disappointed. When you guys started dating, I think he seriously thought about hanging up his keyboard and going into matchmaking. Give old Tinder a run for its money.”

Whitney chortled at that. Her friend’s significant other was the founder and CEO of the third largest tech company in the world. Had Kennedy not dragged her to the US Open quarterfinals (Nate’s company was a longtime sponsor), she and Daniel probably wouldn’t have met.

Their attraction had been immediate, and he’d quickly followed up their introduction with a dinner invitation. Two days later, he sliced and backhanded his way into the finals.

After a picture of them dining together made the front page of every New York and national tabloid, the paparazzi descended on them like shoppers at Walmart on Black Friday. When Daniel won the Grand Slam, the press—determined to cast her in the role of one half of the new Hollywood and sports power couple—had credited her with being his lucky charm.

“Nate needs to stick with what he does best, which is giving you multiple orgasms.”

Her friend’s gasp collapsed into wheezing laughter. While they were giggling like two Catholic schoolgirls at their first all-male revue, another call came through. Glancing down at her phone, Whitney saw Special Blessings light up the screen.

At the sight of the name of the fertility clinic, her stomach didn’t so much as drop as it seemed to tumble down a long flight of stairs, each contact a reminder that she hadn’t yet reached the bottom. An ominous feeling of dread turned her blood the consistency of treacle.

Because if and when the time came, she was supposed to be the one calling them, not the other way around. This wasn’t good.

Not good at all.

“Shit.”

“What’s wrong?”

Whitney started at her friend’s voice, and it was then she realized she’d cursed out loud. “Do you remember me telling you that I froze my eggs because of my endometriosis?”

“Yes, of course, I remember.”

Suddenly, the voicemail icon on her phone appeared. Her heart tumbled another step.

She gulped before continuing. “Well, someone at the clinic where my eggs are stored just called. They left a message.”

“Go ahead and listen to it,” Kennedy urged.

She didn’t want to, but it wasn’t as if she had a choice.

“Okay, hold on.” Whitney clicked the voicemail icon. She read the message transcript aloud: “ ‘Hi, Ms. Richardson. This is Dr. Franklin at Special Blessings Fertility Clinic. I need to speak with you as soon as possible. It’s urgent. I’ll be in the office until 6:00 pm. Please call me at your convenience at 555-908-9863, extension 13665. After office hours, you can contact me at 555-898-8473.’ ”

“What do you think the doctor wants?” Kennedy asked when she was finished.

Full-blown panic overtook her. Her heart felt as if it were tripping over itself. Whitney inhaled slowly in an attempt to calm her nerves.

“I don’t know. I think something must have happened to my eggs. My gut says they accidentally destroyed them.” Her gut rarely failed her.

“You can’t know that for sure. It could be something else.” Kennedy sounded as if she was trying to convince herself that there was some benign reason behind an urgent call from the fertility doctor responsible for keeping her precious eggs safe in their liquid nitrogen home.

“What else can it be? It’s the only thing that makes sense. Which means I’ll be forced to do it all over again.” Her stomach roiled. The injections. The misery of being pumped full of hormones for weeks on end. Her body, twenty-five years old at the time, had barely tolerated it. Lord only knew how it would handle the regimen five years later.

Whitney’s eyes slammed shut as she prayed, almost certain the odds were against her.

Please, don’t make me have to go through that again.

“Listen, I’m going to call her back now. I’ll talk to you later.” No use putting off news that wouldn’t get any better with age. It wasn’t wine.

“I’m leaving work now, but I’ll be at Aurora’s for a bit. Call me and let me know, okay?” Kennedy said, her voice laced with concern.

“Yeah, I will. Bye.”

“Bye.”

Whitney hung up and quickly called the first number in the message since it was just past four. The doctor answered as if she’d been sitting waiting for her call. Not that she didn’t value promptness, but in the scheme of things, this didn’t bode well at all.

“Ms. Richardson, thank you for calling. I know how busy you are, so I appreciate the speedy response.” After a nerve-wracking pause, Dr. Franklin said, “This isn’t the sort of thing I wanted to have to tell you over the phone, but I’m afraid it couldn’t wait.”

Oh God. I’m right. My eggs are gone.

Would you calm down? Things could be worse. Think of all those women who don’t have IVF as an option. It’s not the end of the world. You’ll survive.

Inhaling deeply, she slowly exhaled and braced herself for the words that would confirm what she already knew to be true.

“I don’t know how to tell you this—”

For God’s sake, just say it and get it over with. Say it so I can start making plans.

Although she had no idea when she’d be able to carve out the time to go through the process again. In three months, she’d be on a press junket promoting her upcoming film—a coveted theatrical release in a sea of movies made for streaming services. And after that, she’d be in England filming her first period piece. And then the press tour for the movie she just wrapped. And then she had to record her next album after that.

Ugh. Her calendar was her enemy.

“—but there’s been a mix-up at the clinic. DNA testing confirmed that you’re the biological mother of a baby born via a surrogate of one of our other clients. A married couple.”

Wait, what?

Whitney’s breath caught in her throat, causing a brief paroxysm of coughing. “Wait. I—I don’t understand.” Stuttering, she desperately tried to make sense of what the doctor had just said. Then it hit her, the four words that loitered in her memory bank, and she strived to make sense of all the other words.

There’s been a mix-up.

Whitney feared she was going to throw up. Or pass out. Or both, which could be deadly. But she didn’t do either, and since dying wasn’t an option, her mind tried to sort through the mess. What surrogate? Which couple? And why her eggs? Her eggs were supposed to be fertilized with the sperm of her future husband—whoever that turned out to be—not some stranger’s.

“I don’t know how, but somehow, your eggs were used in the fertilization process instead of the wife’s.” Dr. Franklin relayed the information in a voice too calm for the situation. Because if ever a situation called for freaking the fuck out, this was it.

Tossing the script aside, Whitney turned in her seat, planting her bare feet on the polished hardwood floor. In as coherent a voice as she could muster, Whitney reiterated everything her mind had managed to absorb. “So that I understand you correctly, are you telling me that one of your other clients—a married couple—used a surrogate to have a baby, and due to a mix-up, you fertilized my eggs with the father’s sperm, implanted that in the surrogate, and now I’m the biological mother of the couple’s baby?”

“Yes, that’s it.”

It must have been due to brain overload or the farfetchedness of it all, or both, that her mind shut down completely. Because seriously, if this were a movie script, she’d tell her agent to stop wasting her time because the plot stretched credulity.

She, Whitney Richardson aka Sahara, had a child with a man she didn’t know. A man she’d never laid eyes on. A child she hadn’t carried and was being told about after the fact. Nightmares didn’t come scarier than this. This couldn’t possibly be true. The chances of something like this happening had to be one in a million. Or more.

Whitney took back what she’d wished ten minutes ago. If she had to choose now, she’d rather suffer through another ten rounds of the egg retrieval process than have her life resemble a damn Black Mirror episode.

She wasn’t ready for a baby. That was the reason she’d frozen her eggs. Her acting career had only just hit its stride. Oasis had become a success beyond her wildest dreams and required more of her time than she could have imagined when she’d launched the venture. A child wasn’t in her current plans, and she certainly wasn’t going to take on that kind of responsibility without a committed partner.

Nope, there’d be no baby daddies for her. Single parenthood wasn’t a joke. It was serious business, no matter how much money she had or how many nannies she could afford. As much as it was in her control, she wanted her children’s father to play a positive and critical role in their lives, preferably by her side as her husband.

“I understand this must be a lot to digest,” Dr. Franklin said in the same tone her obstetrician used when instructing her to relax before prying her open like an oyster with the cold steel of a speculum. “But I assure you, Ms. Richardson, I’m going to get to the bottom of what happened.”

“I’ll need to contact my lawyer.” At a minimum, what the doctor had confessed to was gross negligence. But Whitney would have to discuss that with a medical malpractice lawyer who handled infertility cases. She’d ask her cousin to recommend one. Cheyenne practiced family law in San Diego.

“Understood.” The doctor sounded clear-minded and sober. No doubt she’d already contacted her insurance company. The consequence of the clinic’s mistake was going to cost them all.

Whitney rose to her feet and crossed the room to her desk. There, she opened her laptop. “I take it the baby’s living with the couple?”

“Yes.”

“And they intend to raise the child?”

“That’s my understanding. Mr. Redmond seems particularly eager to do everything they need to establish permanent legal custody.”

Since he was the biological father, that made sense.

“Is it a boy or a girl?”

“A girl. She’s six months.”

Her heart clenched, and it was a physical pain in her chest. A baby girl. She’d always wanted a girl.

Whitney gave her head a hard shake. Why even ask? The less she knew about her, the better. A child deserved parents who loved, wanted, and possessed the financial means to care for them. As long as she was satisfied the couple met those criteria, the best thing she could do for the baby was to take herself out of the equation.

“There’s one other thing,” the doctor said before ending the call.

What more can there possibly be? Whitney wanted to scream. Instead, she listened with a fatalistic sense of calm.

“The couple—the Redmonds—they’re white.”
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“You’ve got to be shitting me!” Aurora exclaimed upon hearing Whitney’s bombshell news. Her blue eyes swiftly sought out an equally stunned-looking Kennedy, who occupied a seat on the couch next to her in Aurora’s Upper East Side brownstone in New York.

The three women FaceTimed via two large-screen TVs, Whitney in the family room of her Hollywood home.

“This is a joke, right?” Aurora prompted, desperately clinging to the only probable explanation for what she’d just heard.

A defeated sigh accompanied a slow shake of Whitney’s head. “I wish it were. Believe me, this is something I would never joke about.” Before making the call, she’d taken some time to sit with herself. To try and decide what she was feeling besides shock.

Hurt? Anger? Betrayal?

It must have been pity, because why me was still running through her mind on repeat.

“Oh my god! That’s what the doctor called to tell you?” Kennedy asked on a sharp intake of breath.

Whitney nodded. “Yep. That was it.”

“What the hell, Sar.” Aurora’s expression had gone from gobsmacked to dazed. “This is nuts.”

“Tell me about it,” Whitney muttered with feeling.

“And here you thought they’d destroyed your eggs,” Kennedy reminded her.

Whitney huffed at that. “Yeah, no such luck.” She’d never thought that her eggs being destroyed would be the lesser of two evils, yet here she was. “And get this, the couple is white,” she added as the coup de grâce.

Her statement elicited twin gasps of shock.

“I know.” Whitney knew exactly how they felt. The hits just kept coming. “Crazy, huh?”

Yesterday, she’d been single and childless. Today, only one of those statuses applied. She was the biological mother of a biracial daughter. Not in a million years or the fever swamp depths of her dreams could she have imagined something like this happening when she woke up this morning.

“How do you feel about that?” Aurora asked, tucking her long honey-blond hair behind her ear. Clad in a white graphic tee and frayed jean shorts, with her pretty face scrubbed free of makeup, her friend was often mistaken for a college student.

Whitney simultaneously shrugged and shook her head. “I’m not sure. On the one hand, I’m glad they want to raise her, especially the wife. The news must have absolutely crushed her. But on the other hand, I worry about the child. What happens if they have more kids? I don’t want her to feel…you know, like she doesn’t fit in.”

“I think they’d have to be living under a rock not to realize that she’s going to need to know both sides of her identity. I’m sure they’ll do whatever they can to make sure she has positive Black influences in her life,” Kennedy said.

“I would hope so,” Whitney muttered, shifting to tuck her feet beneath her butt. “Luckily, your future children won’t have to deal with this. They’ll have your and Nate’s families.”

Kennedy gave her the you’re jumping the gun look.

“No, you stop,” Whitney chided before Kennedy could put words to the look. “You can’t tell me you and Nate haven’t talked about children.”

“They have,” Aurora piped up. “Nate says they plan to have lots.”

“If lots means two, maybe,” Kennedy said, her tone dry.

“Hey, if I marry Cam, so will mine,” Aurora joked about Kennedy’s drop-dead gorgeous older brother, who, like his sister, had inherited their father’s gray-blue eyes.

Kennedy snorted and rolled her eyes. Whitney had met Cameron Mitchell shortly after she started dating Daniel, instantly relegating him to the friend zone. A really good friend, mind you, but they would only ever be that. The man preferred playing the field to committed relationships, which would have made for a wildly incompatible coupling if the chemistry had been there.

“Never mind me and Nate and our future children. The only way you’ll know is when you meet the couple yourself. By the way, who are these people? What do they do? For all we know, they could be serial killers.”

“Way to make her feel better, Ken,” Aurora chided, giving her friend a shoulder bump.

“The clinic runs background checks, so I think they’re safe,” Whitney said. “And the couple is Myles and Holly Redmond.”

After Dr. Franklin revealed their identity, Whitney had requested a meeting. She couldn’t very well relinquish her biological child to people she’d never met.

And since the last thing she wanted was to be spotted at the fertility clinic, the doctor had made a quick call and arranged for her to meet the Redmonds at the husband’s office. No one would think twice about her presence at a law firm.

“Did you google them?” Aurora asked.

“If you want to know the truth, it didn’t occur to me.” Wherever she was in the discovery process, she was still reeling and had yet to enter the take action stage. Googling required action.

Aurora bolted off the couch and disappeared from the screen, only to return seconds later carrying a laptop.

“Here, I’ll look.” She began tapping away on the keyboard. Kennedy watched, looking over her friend’s shoulder.

Suddenly Aurora’s eyes widened. She shot a quick look at Whitney before returning her attention to her laptop. “ ‘Myles Redmond,’ ” she read. “ ‘President of the California Bar Association.’ ” A dark blond eyebrow inched up. “Hmm, not bad for an older guy. What do you think?” She turned the computer to face the camera.

An image of Myles Redmond’s face filled half the screen. He looked to be in his mid- to late fifties. Maybe even early sixties. He was handsome in a distinguished way. Having a full head of salt-and-pepper hair undoubtedly helped with that.

Whitney’s shoulders slumped. “I thought he’d be younger.” By a good twenty to twenty-five years.

“Me too,” came her friends’ staggered responses.

“His wife’s probably a lot younger. You know how some of those older, well-to-do men can be.”

Whitney made a face. “You say that as if it’s a good thing. As if I want an old lech raising my daughter.”

“Now, now, now. It’s not for us to judge how, when, and with whom two consenting adults find love.” Aurora tsked like a Sunday school teacher and returned to tapping on the keyboard.

Whitney wasn’t surprised at her friend’s defense of age gaps in general, given her ex was widowed, in his forties, and had a college-aged daughter.

“I think I found the wife,” Aurora crowed. “Holly Redmond. She’s a real estate agent.”

“She’s beautiful,” Kennedy remarked.

Again, Aurora presented Whitney with her findings.

“She is,” Whitney concurred upon seeing the picture on the woman’s professional website. Blonde, blue-eyed, and young, especially in comparison to her husband. She had a bit of a Blake Lively look to her and couldn’t have been much older than Whitney and her friends, who were all thirty.

“At least she has a young mother,” Kennedy said. “And hopefully she’ll keep her father young.”

Whitney wasn’t sure about that, but she’d table her opinion until she met the man.

“So, what’s next? Are you going to meet them, or do the lawyers take it from here?” Aurora asked, closing the laptop, and placing it out of sight of the camera.

“I’m meeting them tomorrow. Dr. Franklin said since they’re going to raise her, they want me to sign some papers to make everything legit. But that was before I knew he was my father’s age.”

“So, what are you going to do?” Kennedy asked.

Whitney lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know. All I know is that I want to do what’s best for her.” She paused. “Damn, I don’t even know her name.”

“That might not be such a bad thing.” Kennedy was never one to mince words or not say what was on her mind.

Whitney gave an absent nod. “You’re probably right. She already has a mother and a father. It would be selfish of me to interfere, right?”

Her friends looked just as torn as she felt.

“If you don’t want any sort of custody and don’t want to be a mother right now because of your—”

“I want to be a mother someday, just not right this second,” she said, cutting Kennedy off. She had a lot on her plate. Geez, she barely had time to date, and even part-time parenting was no walk in the park. She’d be in over her head if she tried to take it on.

“That’s what I mean. Don’t let this force you into accepting a responsibility you can’t handle.”

“Right,” Whitney replied, chastened.

“I’m only saying that it seems you’ve already made up your mind.” Kennedy’s voice was soft and her tone understanding.

Logically, she was on firm ground, but emotionally, there was quicksand everywhere. “Yeah, but what if I change it? What if sometime down the road, I want to see her—I want to be in her life? I’ll have closed the door to that if I sign away my rights.”

Regret was a dish best never served. Someone had said that, and if they hadn’t, they damn well should.

“Oh honey, did the thought ever cross your mind that when she’s an adult, she may come looking for you?” Aurora asked, ever the optimist in search of a silver lining.

Whitney had, but it brought her no solace whatsoever, as it wouldn’t be for another eighteen years.

“Or maybe,” Aurora continued, “you could have one of those open adoption arrangement thingies? They can send you pictures and let you know how she’s doing. You know, on major milestones and other occasions like that?”

Kennedy didn’t appear as enamored with the idea. “I don’t know. First, you have to have the parents’ buy-in, and a lot of adoptive parents don’t want the biological parents hovering in the wings. Second, what happens if pictures and updates aren’t enough? Third, you’re famous. If the media ever gets wind of her, that kid’s life will never be the same. Hers or the whole family’s.”

Of course, her friend was right. What had she been thinking?

“Maybe as a condition of you signing away your rights, you make them promise to do the things that concern you most about them raising her,” Aurora suggested.

“That’s not a bad idea.” If that was all the leverage she had, it was better than nothing. The goal was to ensure that her daughter grew up loving herself, knew the history of her people (both sides), and had a healthy respect for everyone who paved the way before her. That wasn’t much to ask.

Aurora placed her empty wineglass on the table beside her. “So, you’re good?” she asked, stretching out her legs.

“As good as I’ll ever be, I guess,” Whitney replied, her voice bone-dry.

A phone rang. Kennedy smiled when she looked down at her lap and quickly answered, holding her finger up in the universal sign of hold on before disappearing from view.

“Ken is about to jet,” Aurora said. “Nate had to work late, which is the only reason she’s here on a workday.”

Kennedy reappeared. “You mean it isn’t enough that we see each other every day at work?” she said, addressing Aurora.

The two—who’d been best friends since high school—co-owned Token, a PR agency that specialized in helping companies diversify. Currently, they had more business than they could handle. Nate had been encouraging them to open an office in Southern California, and she had been the first one to champion his idea. LA could use a PR agency like that.

“You didn’t used to think that before you started dating my brother. As a matter of fact, now that you’re living together, you should want to spend more time with me, not less. Don’t forget that you were my friend first,” Aurora said with a mock pout. She then turned her attention to Whitney. “Back me up here, Sar. Who would you rather hang out with, me or my brother?”

“You, of course,” Whitney replied, fighting back a smile. She playfully added, “Plus, Ken got to him first.”

“I’m way more fun than my brother,” Aurora said, wrinkling her nose.

“I think it all depends on the kind of fun you’re talking about. Right, Ken?” Whitney winked at her friend.

Aurora groaned and covered her ears. “Now I wish I’d never brought it up.”

The beep of an incoming message sounded. Kennedy glanced at her phone and then promptly rose to her feet. “My ride’s here. I’ve got to go.” Turning to Whitney, she said, “Let me know how it goes, and if you need to talk, I’m here like always.”

Kennedy didn’t need to tell her. She knew.

Before Aurora walked her friend to the door, she motioned for Whitney to stay on the line. In less than a minute, she was back, this time sitting on the edge of the couch, slim legs pressed tightly together, looking much more subdued.

“Hey, before you sign anything, I think you should see what you’re giving up. Ask for a picture.”

“Do you really think that’s a good idea?”

Aurora grimaced. “Ugh, I don’t want this to come out the wrong way, and I’m not trying to be a Debbie Downer, but all I keep thinking is that you froze your eggs for a reason. What if…” Her voice trailed off.

“What if I can’t get pregnant? What if I can’t have a child of my own?” Whitney finished the question for her without flinching. She’d always known that was a possibility.

“Although I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Aurora hastened to add. “But what if? Would you regret signing your rights away without seeing her?”

Whitney sighed and shook her head. “I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it.” At least not in depth. Frankly, she hadn’t had time.

“Kennedy wishes I’d never gotten involved with you-know-who. She hates that he broke my heart. But do you remember what you told me?”

Whitney gave her a rueful smile. “I said loving him was part of your journey, and now you’d never have to wonder what if because you know.” She’d only discovered Aurora was seeing the lieutenant governor of New York days after the idiot had broken up with her.

Lesson learned? Don’t get involved with politicians. They suck.

“Don’t you think you owe it to yourself to at least see her, even if it’s just a picture? I don’t want you to wonder what if.”

Whitney didn’t want that either. Right now, her daughter was an abstract. She had no face and no personality attached to her. Maybe that’s what she needed to feel confident about the decision to let her go.

“And you may also want to have a thorough background check run on them just to be sure,” her friend added.

Aurora was right. A picture wouldn’t hurt, and a background check would go a long way in putting her mind at ease.
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What does a woman wear to her first meeting with the father of her child (a child she hadn’t known existed until twenty-four hours ago) and his wife?

Normally, Whitney would have gone with her trademark look that Kennedy had affectionately coined chic casual. Whether appearing on a late-night talk show or meeting with corporate executives, she liked to keep things on brand and typically rocked a pair of skinny jeans with high heels and a top that offered a tantalizing glimpse of her taut midriff. This meeting, however, called for a different look, so she’d opted for a pale champagne single-breasted pantsuit, one of her favorites from Oasis’s Classique line.

“This way, please, Saha—I mean, Miss Richardson,” Mr. Redmond’s paralegal self-consciously corrected herself.

Whitney flashed a friendly smile. “It’s okay if you call me Sahara. I don’t mind.” It was what everyone called her. She was only Whitney to her family and the friends who knew her before her debut album came out.

“I wish Mr. Redmond had told me his appointment was with the biggest female performer on the planet. No wonder he didn’t want you to wait in the lobby,” she said with a nervous laugh.

Her name was Shannon, and she’d come down to personally escort Whitney up to the fifth floor and had been sending her furtive glances since they boarded the elevator.

“Biggest? Not even close.” Whitney was both amused and flattered. “But it does have a nice ring to it. I’ll be sure to pass the news on to my manager, though. She’ll get a kick out of it.” Stacy, her manager of six years, assured her it was going to happen. Just give it three more years.

“If I knew Whitney Richardson was you, I’d have brought my T-shirt to work for you to sign. I went to your concert in LA last year. The show was fantastic,” she gushed. “And you were great in Land of Riches. I had no idea you could act.”

That makes two of us.

“Thank you. I’m so happy you enjoyed the concert and the movie.” Whitney opened her purse, a small oval clutch the exact shade of her suit, pulled out one of her business cards, and handed it to her. “As for the shirt, here’s what we’ll do. Take my card, and if you leave your name, address, and size with my message service, I’ll have one autographed and sent to you.”

Her offer was met with a gasp and hazel eyes flaring in happiness and gratitude, a look she’d never tire of seeing or eliciting. The look of pure joy on people’s faces was half the satisfaction she got from doing what she did for a living.

“Oh my goodness, thank you. Thank you so much. You have no idea what this means to me,” the paralegal said, her eyes glittering with excitement as she accepted the black-and-gold embossed card and clutched it in her hand.

By the time they stepped off the elevator, Whitney knew Shannon was two years out of college (and she looked it). Her parents and older brother were lawyers. She’d been working at Redmond & Williamson for a little over two years and would be starting law school in the fall.

As they approached the corner office, Shannon’s steps slowed, and she turned to her. “I just want you to know that you’re in good hands with Myl—Mr. Redmond. He’s a brilliant attorney, and no one knows IPO law better.”

His specialty is IPO law? The background check she’d had run—which had come back clean—hadn’t included that tidbit. It had only listed that he’d been a defense attorney for a reputable law firm in LA before striking out on his own. Whitney filed that in the back of her mind under services she might need if her CFO got her wish to take the company public. It would also give her a reason to contact him again. Maybe get news about her daughter.

Stop it! she quickly admonished herself. Here she was plotting future contact before she’d even met the couple. As things stood, she was there to assure herself that her daughter would be in good hands before relinquishing all claim to her.

No, great hands.

No, the best hands in the world.

“That’s why I’m here.” Whitney lied through a beaming smile. “I heard he’s the best.”

“You won’t regret it.” Shannon then turned and gave a brief knock on the office door before pushing it open. “Myles, Miss Richardson’s here.”

Myles Redmond stepped out from behind a large executive desk.

“Buzz me if you need anything,” Shannon called out before retreating and closing the door behind her.

Whitney could only stare wide-eyed at the man advancing toward her, his hand extended in greeting. He wasn’t Myles Redmond, president of the California Bar Association. He couldn’t be. This man had to be at least twenty-five years younger, and he was fine as hell if one’s tastes ran to dark, slicked-back hair, light eyes, square jaws, and thousand-dollar suits. Hers did not (musicians and athletes were more her speed), but that didn’t mean she didn’t understand the appeal.

“Ms. Richardson, it’s nice to meet you.”

A tiny shiver ran up her spine. He had the kind of low, masculine voice that was music to a singer’s ear. In her professional opinion, she gave his nine-and-a-half on a ten scale.

Whitney blindly shook his hand. “You’re Myles Redmond?” It was pointless to try to hide her shock.

“I was the last time I checked,” he said with a grin.

“I’m sorry for staring, but the picture on the internet…isn’t you.”

A hint of amusement lit his cobalt-blue eyes. “Don’t tell me. You searched for Myles Redmond, and the internet spit out a picture of a man who looks old enough to be my father.”

“It sounds like this has happened before.” It was nice to know that she and her friends weren’t the only ones misled by Google’s search results. The people at Google really needed to fix that.

“It used to happen a lot more when my father was still practicing.”

“Wait, are you saying that was a picture of your father?” Well, that was a twist she hadn’t seen coming. She struggled to remember exactly what the man looked like apart from the fact that he had blue eyes and a full head of salt-and-pepper hair. Aurora had said he was good-looking for an older man, but she’d been too stuck on the older man part of it to give the image a closer look.

He nodded. “He retired three years ago.”

“So your father was president of the California Bar, too?” Whitney shouldn’t have been surprised. She’d worked with sons, daughters, and other family members of bigwigs in the music and movie industry. Why would the law profession be any different?

“Do you think I took the pledge of walking in his footsteps too far?” he asked with a droll smile.

“I didn’t realize the position was passed down from generation to generation,” she teased.

Whitney didn’t know if it was a trick of the light, but what looked like irritation flashed across his face. When she blinked, it was gone.

“That was meant as a joke,” she mumbled, feeling uncomfortably gauche. And it wasn’t as though she believed this applied to him. For all she knew, he was the best lawyer ever to walk the earth, and his father had been a lightweight by comparison.

Myles Redmond dismissed her apology with a wave of his hand. “No, you’re fine. Believe me, it’s not the first time I heard that either.”

Whitney winced inwardly. Way to put your foot in it, smart-ass.

“If it makes you feel better, I’ve only heard good things about you.” Once she realized how her compliment could be taken, she hastily added, “As a lawyer.”

Great. That sounded even worse. As if it could’ve been anything else.

His gaze narrowed fractionally. “And by everyone, I assume you’re talking about Shannon? The woman whose checks I sign.” He said it in a voice so dry it could have kicked off a sandstorm in the Mojave Desert.

Whitney’s face warmed in embarrassment. It was clear he’d heard his paralegal singing his praises. “It must be gratifying to have the complete confidence of someone who works for you. Who looks up to you.”

He let out a short, self-deprecating laugh. “I guess it’s better than if it had come from my mother.”

The tension in her shoulders eased. She’d told a bad joke. He’d countered with something wry and witty, and now she was back on solid ground. There was still time for her to make, if not a great first impression, then at least a favorable second first impression.
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