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Chapter One


Daisy looked in the long mirror and saw a stranger. The off-white dress, the dark hair artfully styled, but her face far too pale, her eyes huge with no help from makeup. Her mother stood a few feet away, frowning as she studied Daisy.

“Mama.”

“You look very nice, quite respectable. You need some color.” Her mother stepped forward and pinched Daisy’s cheeks hard.

Daisy flinched away. She wanted to ask why she wasn’t allowed to wear makeup when hurting her to bring up color was all right. But that was the least of her problems, and anyway, Mama would have some vague rule to explain it all.

Daisy rubbed at her cheeks. “Mama, I don’t love him.”

“Well, you should have thought of that before you let him get you with child. You’re fortunate William agreed to marry you.”

She didn’t feel fortunate. She felt helpless and terrified. She dragged in air. “There must be another way.”

“You made your bed, and now you can lie in it. Be grateful you’re getting a wedding at all. Your father wanted to haul you off to the courthouse the moment he heard, get you married off and forget all about you. William insisted you have a wedding.”

“I didn’t want one.”

Mama kept talking as if she hadn’t heard. “He even offered to pay for it when your father refused.” Mama shook her head at the foolish waste. “He’s more generous than you deserve.” She patted Daisy’s stomach. “That’s our grandchild in there, regardless of how you came to get him. Now you have one chance to make amends, raise the child right, and earn your father’s forgiveness. A baby will settle you down properly.”

“But Mama, I don’t want—”

“Hush.” Her mother grabbed her wrist, squeezing until the bones ground together. “I don’t want to hear another word.”

Daisy didn’t know how she’d finish the sentence anyway. The last few months had been a tornado of things she didn’t want. She’d never intended to date her boss. She certainly hadn’t intended to get pregnant with his child. She could hardly believe she carried a baby inside her, no matter what the pregnancy test said. She didn’t feel pregnant. She wasn’t in love. That shamed her, but it was true.

Memories crowded. How fortunate she felt when she got the job as William’s assistant despite having no college degree or experience. How kind he’d seemed at first as he trained her to do everything the job required, everything he required. That first dinner, a “work meeting” that somehow turned into a date. She’d tried to say no—she was almost positive she’d said no several times—and yet somehow things kept happening, William kept saying it was all right, he wasn’t going to go any further, and then he did, again and again.

When she’d missed her period and taken the pregnancy test, she went to William because she was scared and didn’t know what to do. She’d only wanted to talk over options, but the next thing she knew she was engaged, and when she tried to back out, he told her parents she was pregnant with his child. That was the end of that.

Now she was standing in a room off the church foyer and the organ music had started to play. She was starting a new life that felt like the end of everything. Her breath came in tiny gasps as her mother led her out to the church foyer. Her father gave her only one glance and a grunt as she stepped up beside him. He turned his attention back to the open doors that led into the nave. He didn’t speak. Daisy’s mother hurried to the front of the church and took her seat.

Daisy looked down the long aisle. William stood with the pastor near the pulpit, too far away for her to see his features or expression. Only a few guests sat in the pews near the front, her older brothers and some friends of William’s. The wedding planning had been rushed and quiet. William said it was for Daisy’s sake, so they’d have five months of marriage before the baby came.

She knew the truth. She was in disgrace. If she’d gotten engaged to William without the pregnancy, they would’ve called it a very suitable match and planned a big ceremony. Under these circumstances, her parents couldn’t parade her in front of their friends. She hadn’t been allowed to invite her own friends and had been forbidden to tell anyone she was pregnant. Did they think no one could count to nine months?

The organ music changed. Her father straightened his shoulders.

Daisy couldn’t breathe. Her rib cage seemed too tight for her pounding heart.

Her father grunted. “They’re waiting.” He shifted his elbow out for her to take, a small, grudging movement.

The edges of her vision grayed. She couldn’t walk down that aisle. She’d faint at William’s feet if she even made it that far.

She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t. She would die if she had to walk down that aisle and pledge herself to William forever.

She pulled up her wedding dress to free her feet, turned, and ran.
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Hours later, Daisy pulled into the parking lot of Jamison House, the event center in Last Stand, Texas. She slid her feet back into the ridiculous high-heeled shoes and wriggled her way out of the driver’s seat in the long dress that hugged her from torso to knees. She stood, wincing at the pressure the shoes put on her blisters and stretching as much as the dress allowed. A gas station stop outside of town had relieved the pressure on her bladder, but the brief break hadn’t done much for her aching back or throbbing head.

She had nothing but this stupid dress and the stupid shoes and her purse with a few dollars in it. She was twenty, pregnant, and single. She’d turned her back on her family and the father of her child. They wouldn’t forgive that. “Last Stand,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. “Sounds fitting somehow, although Last Hope would be even better.” She sighed and limped across the parking lot toward the door.

She hadn’t known where else to go, so she drove across Texas to reach her great-aunt, the one person who might take her in and let her stay for a while. Auntie Rhonda might scold her and call her foolish, but she wouldn’t force Daisy to go back home and get married. When William and Rhonda met, they’d raised more sparks than a fire-starting contest.

Two women stood just inside the Jamison House door, next to a small table that had a couple of printed nametags sitting on it. One woman was in her thirties, petite, with short dark hair and a black pantsuit. The other, dressed in yellow taffeta, was about Daisy’s age but looked as if she’d be nearly a foot taller, had Daisy not been in heels. They smiled and welcomed Daisy.

“Um. I’m not here for the party,” she said. “My auntie Rhonda is supposed to be here. I just need to talk to her for a minute.”

The older woman frowned. “I’m not sure we can let you inside without a ticket, but I can send a message to Rhonda.” She turned away and waved to someone inside the big room.

Great. They probably thought she was trying to sneak in without paying. Rhonda had talked about the fundraising event, and how important it was for her to be there and show her support for the Tomlinson family. Why a family that had won a billion-dollar lottery needed anyone else’s support, Daisy didn’t know. She suspected it was Rhonda’s way of saying she wouldn’t have attended the wedding even if she’d been invited. Rhonda had met Daisy’s fiancé two weeks before, at the farce of an engagement party William had insisted on squeezing in before the wedding. He’d only wanted to show off for his friends. Auntie Rhonda had seen through his smug superiority. She’d called him “all hat and no cattle,” and Daisy had giggled despite knowing she’d pay for it later. Rhonda’s snide remarks were nothing compared to William’s comments later, once Rhonda was no longer around to defend herself.

Daisy should’ve called off the wedding then.

She should never have agreed in the first place.

Really, she shouldn’t have gotten pregnant. Once that had happened, she hadn’t felt like she had a choice about getting married. But apparently she did, because she was here and not on her honeymoon.

“That’s a right pretty dress,” the girl in yellow said.

“Thank you.” Daisy shifted uncomfortably. She’d give almost anything for thick socks and a pair of tennis shoes right then. Should she explain why she was wearing a fancy ivory sheath if she wasn’t attending the party?

Maybe she’d rather let them think she’d been trying to sneak in.

A young man, maybe mid-twenties, crossed the room and exchanged a few words with the woman in black. He headed back into the room, weaving between big round tables. The woman turned to Daisy with a polite smile. “It will just be a minute.”

“Thank you. I’ll wait outside.” Daisy would have loved to sit down, or at least to kick off her shoes and go barefoot on the smooth tile, but she didn’t want to answer questions, and the younger woman looked like she was bursting with them.

Daisy walked alongside the building, away from the bright lights by the door. It was tempting to lean against the building, but that might ruin her dress. Not that she ever wanted to wear it or even look at it after this day, but destroying it would be wasteful. Maybe she could get a few dollars for it at a consignment shop.

She closed her eyes, swaying with fatigue and too many emotions to name. This night had to end sometime, right? The only thing worse than living through it once would be living through it over and over, stuck in a loop like in a movie.

“Miss?” a man’s voice spoke.

Daisy opened her eyes. She’d hunched in on herself at his voice, so she forced herself to straighten as she turned. “Yes?”

It was the young man who’d been sent to fetch her aunt. He wore a tux, so he was probably someone rich, maybe from an old-money family.

“My mama and Mrs. Gillespie and their friends were in the middle of a conversation,” he said. “I didn’t want to interrupt—actually, I couldn’t get a word in—but I left a note. I’m sure Mrs. Gillespie will be out presently. Would you like to come inside to wait?”

“No, thank you.” Daisy preferred the shadows. She hadn’t dared to look at herself in the mirror at the gas station, but she could feel the tendrils that had escaped her fancy updo, and her makeup had likely smeared if not actually streaked down her cheeks while she was crying. She’d tried to blot her face with a damp paper towel, but she didn’t need hundreds of eyes on her in bright light. “I’m fine out here.” Did her tone sound as martyred to him as it did to her?

He looked down at her feet peeking out of the bottom of the sheath dress and back up at her. Then he turned and strode toward the door without a word. Daisy sagged a little. It figured that the rich, fancy folks at a party like this would take one look at her and know she didn’t belong. Still, he didn’t have to be quite so dismissive.

The man returned a minute later carrying a chair. Daisy tried to make sense of it.

He set the chair next to her and gestured toward it. “Please, have a seat. I’ve never worn shoes like that, but my feet hurt in these.” He pointed down to his dress shoes. “Although I guess some women wear high heels all the time and must like it, I suppose?” He looked suddenly uncertain. “I’m sorry if I overstepped.”

Daisy opened her mouth but couldn’t think of a response. She sank down onto the chair and whimpered with the pleasure of easing the shoes away from her blisters. She smiled up at the man. “I’m grateful. Thank you.”

They gazed at each other. Finally Daisy said, “You don’t have to wait with me.”

He shot a glance toward the door. “I’d rather, to be honest.”

Daisy found a smile tugging at her lips. She’d almost forgotten she knew how to smile. “Not your kind of party?”

He shook his head. “Parties aren’t my kind of party. I’d rather be home with my animals. But the dinner should be pretty good. I just have to get through a couple of hours of listening to people pitching their business plans, and then I can go back to normal.”

“So stoic,” she said. Goodness, was she actually teasing him? She didn’t even know his name. He was apparently some sort of businessman, despite the fact he couldn’t be thirty yet.

“I guess you don’t like parties either, if you don’t want to go inside,” he said.

“It’s not that. Not exactly.” It was too much to explain, and they didn’t know each other. “I’m not in the mood right now. I’ve never been to a party like this one anyway, so I don’t know if I’d like it.”

Music drifted out, a lazy country tune, not some fancy string quartet. This was supposed to be her wedding day. She should have been dancing with her new husband. Instead—

But she’d spent enough time beating herself up over all of that, second-guessing her decision, grieving and panicking and crying until her throat hurt.

“I do like dancing,” she said, for something to say, “but not in these shoes.” She nudged one of them with her bare foot.

He studied her gravely. “The grass is soft over there. We could dance. If you want. While we wait for your aunt.”

She stared up at him. For some reason, her eyes filled with tears, and she blinked rapidly.

He offered his hand and she took it. His hand was warm and callused. The first touch startled her so much she wanted to jerk away, but then her fingers tightened. She wanted to cling to that warm hand like a lifeline. Why did it feel like no one had touched her in years? That obviously wasn’t true.

The sidewalk was rough under her feet, but in a few steps, they were on a soft patch of grass. He started an easy two-step, and she followed along, concentrating on the warmth of his hand and the scent of Texas lilacs and the prickly grass under her feet. She was here, now, in this moment. That was all that mattered.

After a minute, she took a deep breath—maybe the first deep breath in hours—and let it out in a sigh.

He led her into a lazy spin, and at the other side of it she found herself tucked alongside him. She must be too tired for fear, because instead of jerking away, she wanted to lean against him. In any case, he kept his right hand gently on her mid back. His left hand held her hand firmly enough to guide but loosely enough for her to shift her grip or even pull away if she chose. She inhaled his scent, no expensive cologne but something more ordinary and oddly comforting that brought back the memory of attending the county fair.

He spun her again and shifted so they were facing each other. Daisy felt like she was floating. The music, the soft night air, the semidarkness, the cicadas singing—they all combined to turn the moment into a dream. Maybe she was dreaming—she’d fallen asleep and she would awake to find—

“Daisy Mae!” The voice boomed from the building entrance.

Daisy flinched. She’d never gotten Auntie Rhonda to remember that she no longer went by Daisy Mae. Oh well, it was a small price to pay.

She smiled at the man, even though he might not be able to see her expression in the darkness. “Thank you for the dance.”

He gave a small jerk of a bow and headed back inside. Rhonda watched him go with a considering look as Daisy gingerly walked toward her great-aunt.

Rhonda turned the considering look on Daisy. “Oh, honey, you look like chewed twine. Here now, child.” She held out her arms.

Daisy fell into them with a shudder of relief.

Her aunt patted her back. “It’s okay now. I’m sorry I missed your messages. Had my phone in my purse, and it’s noisy in that room. Let’s go home and get comfortable, and you can tell me all about it.”
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Xander sat at his assigned banquet table with a group of men and women trying to sell him on business ideas. He put on a thoughtful expression, but in truth, his thoughts were far away. It wasn’t as if he would give someone a big grant or invest in a business based on a conversation at a banquet. All he had to do was be polite and direct people to apply to the Tomlinson family fund. The accountant and business advisor and financial planner and lawyers would make decisions. The family made that perfectly clear, but still, people seemed to think if they could only speak to one of the family in person, it would get them through a side door so they could avoid all the hoops the family had in place precisely to keep con artists and fools from wasting their time.

Why was that girl wearing a long white dress if she wasn’t here for the party? She looked like a beautiful princess, but she seemed sad. Xander usually felt awkward meeting new people, but he hadn’t wanted to escape from her. Maybe it was because she seemed to be in trouble. He’d wanted to help.

His more cynical brothers would probably tell him it was all some kind of ploy to get at the lottery money. Xander knew he wasn’t the best at reading people or guessing their motives. But she hadn’t asked for his help. She’d called on Rhonda Gillespie, who was a tough woman, older than his mama. Rhonda had gotten mad at Mama when Mama bought the winning lottery ticket and shared it with her family instead of her knitting circle. It wasn’t like Mama had known that particular ticket would be a winner when she saved it for the family. It was a matter of astronomical luck. Xander had calculated the odds and still had a hard time believing it.

Rhonda had gotten over her mad eventually, but she was kind of a bully. Xander wouldn’t pick her to help someone in trouble.

What had Rhonda called the girl? Desiree? He hadn’t quite caught the name.

Oh well. He’d probably never see her again. She was likely just passing through, on her way to more important things, the beautiful girl with the beautiful dress and sad eyes.


Chapter Two


After several months staying with her auntie Rhonda, Daisy was “showing,” to put it mildly. How was it even possible to go from a little baby bump to feeling like a hippopotamus in only a few months? Auntie Rhonda had told her to “look nice” for their guest coming to tea that day, so Daisy made an effort. She patted her puffy face with cool water and pulled her hair back in a low bun. She didn’t have “nice” clothes, but she wore a flowered dress that only sort of looked like a flour sack.

She studied her reflection in the mirror. Well, she wasn’t much, but at least she was presentable. She tried to please Auntie Rhonda. Any of her other family members would have driven her right back to William, or else to her father so he could rebuke her and then deliver her to William. Auntie Rhonda had never approved of her sister marrying Daisy’s father and joining his fire and brimstone church.

Daisy had felt so fragile and helpless when she arrived that she might’ve given in to the pressure to go back and get married. She’d refused to answer her phone, but the texts were bad enough. Rhonda had advised her to answer only that she was safe and then block everyone. They couldn’t drag her back home if they didn’t even know where she was. Rhonda was like a fire-breathing dragon guarding Daisy, even if she didn’t feel much like a princess. It was no wonder Rhonda hadn’t cared for Daisy’s father, a man who believed the father ruled the family, since Rhonda clearly gave orders and did not take them.

“How are you feeling, dear?” Auntie Rhonda asked. “Maybe you should have another cup of antinausea tea. We don’t want you running to the bathroom to throw up when Ava is here.”

“Oh, I hardly ever get morning sickness anymore,” Daisy said. The antinausea tea Rhonda bought from the farmer’s market was nasty. The worst part was, it actually worked, if she could choke it down. But she had to feel pretty sick before it was worth trying. She still felt queasy sometimes, but not to the point of vomiting, and the queasiness was hardly even noticeable once it blended with the aching back and feet and joints. Growing a human was hard work. At least lately she’d been feeling more energetic instead of wanting to sleep twenty hours a day.

“Who’s coming today?” she asked.

“My friend Ava. I would’ve introduced you months ago if Ava hadn’t seen fit to go off on a tour of Europe almost as soon as you got here. She did a river cruise! Could’ve done that in Austin. No need to go halfway around the world.”

A knock came at the door.

Rhonda’s gaze ran over her. “Well, I guess it will have to do.” She headed for the door.

Daisy shifted forward and heaved herself up. She took her time, since Rhonda and Ava were greeting each other with the hugs and exclamations of long-lost friends.

They came into the living room arm in arm. “Daisy Mae, this is my dear friend Ava. Ava, my great-niece Daisy Mae.”

“Just Daisy.” She held out her hand.

Ava ignored it and leaned in for a quick hug. “How lovely to meet you.”

“Ava and her sister have been traveling the world!” Rhonda said. “London and Paris and a cruise on some rivers in Europe with funny names. Can you imagine?”

Ava giggled. “I can hardly believe it, and I was there.”

“Sweet tea?” Rhonda asked as they sat down. “It’s decaf, for Daisy’s sake.” She poured out glasses from the pitcher on the coffee table. Daisy sipped hers while Rhonda and Ava talked about Ava’s travels. The trip sounded interesting, but Daisy had trouble concentrating. Rhonda had wanted Daisy to meet Ava for some reason, and to make a good impression, but she hadn’t said why, which meant she probably had a plan Daisy wouldn’t like. But her aunt had been generous in letting her stay there all this time, when Daisy couldn’t find a job, because who wanted to hire a pregnant woman who would probably leave soon?

“But I’m not the only one with news,” Ava said. “Daisy, I gather you’ve been here for a couple of months?”

Daisy nodded. It was clearly an open-ended question, giving her the chance to explain why she’d come to Last Stand. “It’s a lovely town. I’m enjoying the cooler fall weather.”

“Yes, that was one reason I wanted to get away during July and August.” Ava smiled. She must be a few years younger than Auntie Rhonda, late fifties or so, and the two women were very different. Rhonda was a tank, stocky and square jawed with a helmet of steel-gray hair, forceful and blunt, the kind of person who got things done by plowing through any resistance. Ava was softer, a bit pear-shaped, with laugh lines around her eyes and the kind of gentle smile that invited you to share your troubles, assured of a sympathetic listener.

Daisy had a sudden urge to climb across the coffee table and lay her head on Ava’s shoulder.

“As you can see, Daisy is pregnant,” Rhonda said. “She made a sensible decision not to marry the father.”

“Oh dear.” Ava’s eyebrows drew together. “Was he not decent to you?”

“He was . . . decent. But he wasn’t—I didn’t—” It was so hard to explain. “I didn’t plan to get pregnant.” Her cheeks heated. “He offered to marry me, which was decent of him, but . . .”

“If you ask me,” Rhonda said, “he was grooming her from the start. What thirty-year-old man picks out a twenty-year-old girl?”

“Quite a few, given the chance, I’d think,” Ava murmured.

“He hired her as his secretary—administrative assistant, whatever you want to call it—when she hardly had the skills for a job like that.”

Daisy frowned. “I learned quickly. He said he preferred to teach me the way he liked to do things.”

“Exactly!” Rhonda nodded rapidly. “He taught you how he likes things at work, and in the process, he taught you to cater to him in every way. He was molding you to be his perfect wife.”

“That . . . is actually sort of how things happened.” Looking back, she was an idiot. At the time, she’d blamed herself for not being clear. She’d hated to say no, maybe because she’d spent so long trying to please him at work, or maybe because she’d learned even before then that nice girls were polite and tried to please and had to be careful not to make men mad.

“And then he got you pregnant.” Rhonda nodded again with perfect conviction. “It was all part of his plan.”

He had been awfully happy when she said she was pregnant. He’d proposed at once. She’d been grateful that she didn’t have to handle the pregnancy alone, but he’d never given her a chance to talk about whether she wanted to handle it with him, or at all. She’d mentioned giving up the baby for adoption once, and he’d said no, of course they would marry. She’d been carried along on the waves of his confidence, relieved that someone seemed to know the right thing to do.

“What Daisy Mae needs now is a good man,” Rhonda said. “Someone kind and sensible who can take care of her.”

Oh no. Daisy had the sensation of a rockslide sweeping toward her.

“Like one of your sons.” Rhonda beamed at Ava.

Daisy wanted to sink into the couch and disappear. If she laid down and pulled a pillow over her face, maybe her flowered dress would blend into the flowered pattern on the sofa. “Auntie, no. That’s not—you can’t ask—” How did you tell someone they were being entirely inappropriate when they refused to see it?

“Well, Josh and Carly eloped, and TC is engaged to Hailey,” Ava said. “And things seem to be going well between Cody and Mallory. Not that I would interfere in my sons’ relationships anyway.”

“That still leaves Xander,” Rhonda said triumphantly. “He’s a little odd, but he’d make a good husband.”

“I’m sure he would,” Ava said dryly.

“He’s hardly dated, as far as anyone in town knows.” Rhonda frowned. “I suppose he does like girls?”

“As I said, I don’t interfere in my sons’ relationships.” Ava’s lips still curved in a smile, but the set of her chin suggested she wasn’t as soft inside as she might appear from the outside.

“If he’s a bit peculiar, that only means he’d probably be happy for us to find him a girl,” Rhonda went on. “And he’s twenty-five, an entirely appropriate age for Daisy Mae. Old enough to be ready to settle down and be a steadying influence, but not so old that he’s set in his ways. And of course he has plenty of money to take care of Daisy and the child. It seems only fair that some of the lottery money goes to help my family.”

“Have you been enjoying the weekly cleaning service I got you last Christmas?” Ava asked.

Daisy’s face burned. It was bad enough that her aunt was trying to set her up with anyone. Worse that she was targeting the family that had won a huge lottery. By all accounts, the brothers were handsome and hard-working as well as rich, so they could have any single woman they wanted, and probably a number of the married ones. What would one of them see in plain old Daisy under normal circumstances, let alone when she was pregnant?

She forced herself to meet Ava’s gaze, hoping the woman would see how uncomfortable this made her and not blame Daisy for the idea. To her surprise, Ava’s eyes danced with laughter.

Daisy managed to smile back. “What I really want is a job. I’ve imposed on my aunt long enough.” Meaning she’d had about all she could take of Auntie Rhonda. “I’d really like to be able to take care of myself, and the baby, of course, when it comes.”

She wasn’t sure she’d keep the baby, but it had started kicking, making it somehow more real. If she wanted to give the baby up for adoption, she should be looking into that already, and she hadn’t been. Maybe part of her already knew the answer, but the thought of living here with Auntie Rhonda while she tried to raise a child . . . Daisy didn’t even want to imagine it. She’d rather give up the baby and join a nunnery, and she wasn’t even Catholic.

“I’ve put in some job applications, but they take one look at this”—Daisy gestured at her bulging belly—“and I can see they’re not going to hire me. The closest I got was a job as a bagger at the grocery store. They said if I started there, I could work my way up to checker and maybe eventually management. I bagged for two weeks, but then I found out the checkers aren’t allowed to sit down while they work, and I didn’t think I could handle that in my current state. Anyway, I’d have to wait until one of the current checkers quit, and they’ve all been there for years, and none of them have been made managers.”

Rhonda sniffed. “I told you that manager was leading you on. All the checkers are women, and all the managers are men. That should tell you everything you need to know.”

Daisy shrugged. “I didn’t have a lot of options.”

“You know you’re welcome to stay here as long as you need.” Rhonda reached over to pat Daisy’s hand. “Long as I got a biscuit, you got half.”

Daisy gave her aunt a grateful smile, because she’d be in so much trouble without Rhonda’s help. Still, she didn’t know how much more she could take. Rhonda monitored everything Daisy put in her mouth and made sure she followed every little piece of advice for pregnant women, even as she admitted that “back in her day” she drank beer and caffeine while pregnant, ate deli meat, and cleaned the cat’s litter box, but “of course women were tougher back then.” So Rhonda read up on everything anyone said pregnant women should or shouldn’t do and made sure Daisy did or didn’t do it.

The attention was thoughtful and generous, and pretty soon Daisy would run screaming from the house. Or worse, be tempted to go back to William, because he might boss her around too, but at least it would make a change from the last three months, which felt more like three years.

“You know, I think I can help,” Ava said.

Rhonda’s eyes lit with triumph. Daisy imagined being dragged to the courthouse and forced to marry this peculiar man who apparently couldn’t get a date on his own. Talk about jumping out of the frying pan into the fire. Well, they couldn’t make her do anything.

“You can come work for me,” Ava said. “We could use a good administrative assistant, especially since I’ve been gone and the work has piled up.”

“Really?” Daisy was tempted to fall to her knees in thanks, but it would be so hard to get back up again.

Rhonda gave a little grunt of annoyance.

“You can start right away, on a trial basis,” Ava said. “If it works out, and you like the work, we can talk about a permanent position.”

Daisy would make sure it worked out. She’d be the best employee ever, even if it meant working through the last months of pregnancy and figuring out how to nurse a newborn while employed.

“You know,” Ava said, “we don’t always work normal hours. It’s a family business, so sometimes we wind up meeting in the evenings, after the boys are done with their ranch work.”

“That’s fine.” It wasn’t ideal, but maybe they’d pay her extra for the odd hours. How long would it take her to save up enough money to move into an apartment? A few months at least. She could survive that, as long as she saw hope at the end.

“We have empty rooms at the house with most of my sons gone,” Ava went on. “They’ve built a new office on the property. It would be awfully convenient if you lived right there, so you could be available as needed, and you’d only have to walk fifty feet from home to work. What do you say to room and board along with a small salary?”

Daisy felt like the heavens had opened up and angels were singing. “I say yes and thank you and I promise you won’t regret it. I’ll work really hard.” And now she was going to cry. Darn pregnancy hormones.

“Oh, sweetheart.” Ava’s smile was gentle. “I’ve been pregnant four times. I’m sure you can do a lot, if you have to, but don’t wear yourself out. You just need to tell us when you’re struggling and what you need.”

Tell people she was struggling? Ask for what she needed? Daisy was tempted to agree to anything, but if she was going to be living and working with this woman, she didn’t want to start off by being untruthful. “I’ll try, but I’m not sure I’m very good at that.”

“Well, we’ll give you some practice.” Ava stood. “Come out tomorrow morning, and we’ll sort out some details.” She yawned. “Make it ten a.m. I’m not back on Texas time yet.”

Aunt Rhonda escorted her to the door. When she returned, she grinned. “Well. It’s not quite what I hoped for, but I knew that was a long shot. At least you’ll get in there and have a chance to impress the boy. You might land a Tomlinson yet.”

Daisy smiled back. She wouldn’t argue with her aunt, but she didn’t care about landing anyone. She was simply happy to have a job. Last Stand would be her fresh start. She’d work hard, keep her head down, and be as little trouble as possible.


Chapter Three


Xander drove home with a box of rabbits. He didn’t need more rabbits. He didn’t particularly want more rabbits, except insofar as he liked them and always welcomed new ones. But he really wished people would be more careful about putting rabbits together when they weren’t one hundred percent certain of the sexes. Otherwise they wound up with extra rabbits and had to find homes for them. The 4-H kids only needed so many rabbits in a given year. So Xander now had another six rabbits barely old enough to leave their mother.

He put the box on the porch so he could use the number pad on the lock. They’d installed it after it became clear that certain family members weren’t going to overcome years of habit and learn to lock the door.

The door opened before he got the numbers in. “There you are,” Mama said. “Come and meet Daisy.”

“What?” He picked up the box and carried it inside.

A young woman sat at the big table. She turned sideways, put one hand on the table and the other on the back of her chair, and stood. Her pregnant belly explained why she’d needed the extra support getting up.

Xander quickly put down the box. He would’ve told the woman not to get up, but it was too late now. She smiled warmly and held out a hand. He stared at it for a second. How clean were his hands? Was there any danger in transmitting something if he’d been handling the rabbits?

Her fingers curled and she looked confused, or maybe upset. Women didn’t shake hands as often as men did, but when one offered, a gentleman responded in kind. He didn’t want to insult her by refusing.

He grabbed her hand and squeezed gently. “Hello. It’s nice to meet you.”

She opened her mouth. Then she closed it again and frowned. Finally she said, “Nice to meet you too.”

She was short and plump, pregnant plump anyway, with rounded cheeks and full breasts and hips to go with the belly. She wore her hair pulled back in a snug ponytail and had a very pretty smile that reminded him of someone.

“Daisy will be working for us,” Mama said.

Daisy was a good name for her. She seemed somehow both delicate and sturdy, down to earth and not exactly beautiful, but with a shy warmth.

“That’s nice,” Xander said.

She bit her lip and glanced down at the box where little bundles of brown and gray fur wriggled. “Oh!”

He shrugged at his mama. “More bunnies.”

Daisy slowly crouched down, one hand on the wall and one on her thigh as she lowered herself. Xander hovered, wanting to help, but he wasn’t about to grab a pregnant woman without her permission.

She stared into the box. “Aren’t they sweet? They look so soft.”

“Yes.” Should he tell her she could hold one? Would it be safe? He had a lot of experience with pregnant animals, but not with pregnant humans. Of course, humans were animals, but they seemed to need a lot more help with pregnancy. Human babies had those big skulls to hold their big brains.

Mama covered a yawn. “Goodness, I’m still not on the correct time.”

“It takes a day to adjust for every hour of difference in time zone. That means you’ll need about a week to get back on Central Time.” Xander had never really traveled beyond driving to farm expos around Texas or nearby states, but he’d helped Mama research her trip.

“I was telling Daisy how we run the ranch and the family foundation,” Mama said. “I know y’all got behind on some of the paperwork while I was gone, so I figured I’d hire someone instead of having to catch up myself.” She helped Daisy stand. “Xander, why don’t you take those rabbits wherever you’re going to put them, and then you can get Daisy started.”

Get started with what? Yes, they had some paperwork backed up, but nothing he and Mama couldn’t handle between them in a few days. Carly was working on the family fund almost full-time now and supervising the accountants and financial advisors. Xander and Mama mainly handled the ranch accounts, which he’d been doing for years, although Xander had extra ranch chores now that TC had moved out to his own place.

But maybe Mama didn’t want to do the paperwork anymore. She’d just returned from her first vacation in . . . well, her whole life, as far as Xander knew, other than an occasional weekend away and maybe a honeymoon thirty-five years before. She might have decided it was time to retire.

Xander picked up the box and carried it to his room. He’d keep these rabbits in quarantine before mixing them with the others, girls and boys in separate pens until they got spayed or neutered.

Mama murmured something to Daisy before following Xander down the hall.

“Mama, before I forget, I’m trying to schedule a meeting with a geologist about the windmills. I found a man who’s semi-retired but still does short contract jobs, and he’s supposed to be really good with mapping.”

“Okay. Put it on the shared calendar.” She glanced back down the hall and lowered her voice. “I want you to take good care of Daisy. I’m sure you’ve noticed she’s pregnant, and I gather she hasn’t been treated real well and doesn’t have much of a family to count on.”

Xander’s heart gave a pang. Poor Daisy. Having a baby should be a joy, but he knew it wasn’t always. She was probably physically uncomfortable, and maybe anxious and sad as well, if she didn’t have family support.

“Okay.” He set down the box and straightened.

Mama smiled and squeezed his arm. “Not like I have to tell you to be a gentleman. I just mean be extra nice to her. Make her feel welcome, but don’t work her too hard. I’d better get back there, or she’ll know we’re talking about her.” She headed out.

He took a minute to get the rabbits settled and gather his thoughts. It sounded like Mama came up with this job as a favor to Daisy, rather than because they needed the help. They could have simply given her a bunch of money, so she could relax at home and concentrate on her pregnancy and later her new baby, but the family had been hesitant to give money directly to individuals for fear of getting overwhelmed with requests. Plus a lot of people didn’t like taking that type of charity. Maybe Daisy was one of them. Well, he’d give her some easy inside work and let her take her time on it. She probably got tired easily.

When he got out to the living room, Mama pushed back her chair and stood up. “My mind isn’t too good right now, but I’m going to meet with Carly to get an update on the family fund. Xander will find something for you to do, sweetheart. You’ll be more comfortable in the new office building. The chairs are better there, and I know what it’s like when you’re pregnant.”

Xander didn’t know what it was like, but he took that as a hint. “If you’ll come with me, I’ll show you around.”

Daisy took another sip of whatever was in her cup, some sort of herbal tea judging by the color, and stood up as Xander hovered close by. Should he take her elbow or offer an arm? She seemed to be managing fairly well though. She was pregnant but not huge the way women got when it was close to time to give birth. Would it be rude to ask how far along she was? He wouldn’t normally ask a woman anything about her body, but most pregnant women were excited about the baby and happy to talk about it. Except maybe Daisy wasn’t, from what Mama had said. He didn’t see a ring on her finger. Not that he could read too much into that. She might be married but not care to wear a ring, especially if her fingers were swelling. Or she might be unmarried and still chose to have a baby. But since he had no idea of her situation, he kept quiet as he led her to the new office.

The office held three desks with computers—Xander’s, Mama’s, and Carly’s—in one room. They’d agreed that they preferred to share the space under normal circumstances, rather than be isolated. They also had a smaller room with a sofa and small table, for phone calls, since those would distract the other people trying to concentrate. A kitchenette along one wall of the main room had a refrigerator, microwave, coffee maker, espresso maker, and electric kettle to heat water for tea. Xander still sometimes walked back to the house for a beverage or snack, because he liked to stretch his legs and visit the chickens and rabbits. But it would be nice for Daisy to have everything right here, including a restroom.

He gestured toward Mama’s desk. “Have a seat.”

She settled in the chair. She was even shorter than Mama. Her feet weren’t going to touch the floor when the chair was high enough for proper ergonomics. Xander dropped to his knees and stuck his head under the desk. The chair jerked back. He glanced over as Daisy tucked her dress over her knees. His face warmed. He probably should have warned her what he was planning to do. He grabbed the footstool and shifted it out a bit. “You’ll want this.” He wriggled backward and stood.

Daisy looked up at him. He had no idea what to do next.

To start, he could stop looming over her. He moved his chair over from his desk and sat.

“Um. I’m not sure . . .” He thought of the software they used. He doubted he would be a good teacher. Besides, it would take weeks to cover everything, which would only put them further behind. Maybe she could take an online course. “I guess we should start by figuring out what you already know and where you need training.”

“I’m familiar with accounting software, spreadsheets, word processing, and databases.”

“Oh. Good.” She looked so young. “How old—sorry. Don’t answer that. None of my business.”

Her mouth twitched with amusement. “I’m twenty. Math was my best subject in school. I worked for a small business owner who trained me in the way he liked things done.” She paused, and her mouth twisted oddly, as if she might be sick. But she got it under control and went on. “Might be you like things done different. I can adjust. Maybe we should go through one of these statements in the inbox, and you can tell me exactly how you’d like it done.”

“I don’t suppose the specifics matter, as long as it’s accurate.” Xander wasn’t sure what to do with his hands. He was more comfortable out with the animals, or working on his own. Mama knew that. Did she assign him this job because she wanted to force him out of his normal territory? She was usually more sympathetic.

Maybe Mama was truly just tired, and Carly wasn’t here at the moment, so that left Xander. He’d have to do his best.

He grabbed the stack of papers in Mama’s inbox and shuffled through them. “Thank you for answering me. You don’t have to explain anything though.”

Her eyebrows went up. “I got this job without even a job interview. It’s not unreasonable for you to ask about my experience.”

“Well. I guess so. I haven’t hired anyone before. My oldest brother, Josh, takes care of hiring the ranch hands. Carly—that’s Josh’s wife and the lawyer who takes care of most of the family trust and charitable fund—she deals with the financial advisors and so forth. You’ll meet her today. Probably Josh too.” He pulled out some bills that had been paid.

Daisy nodded. “I heard about your family from my great-aunt, Rhonda Gillespie. She told me everyone’s names, so I hope I can keep them straight. I’ve been staying with her for the last couple of months.”

Xander winced. “I suppose she knows as much about us as anyone in town.” He avoided Mrs. Gillespie. She was blunt and direct, which normally he appreciated, as he didn’t have to figure out what people were trying to say behind the words they used. But she asked embarrassing questions that put him in the awkward position of being rude to an elder and family friend or answering questions that were really none of her business.

He handed her the bills. “These need to go into the accounting software. Oh, wait. We need to set you up with a profile on the computer network. Give me a minute.”

He moved to his own computer, woke it up, and signed in. He glanced over at Daisy flipping through the papers. As he worked on setting up her account, some of her words sank in. She was related to Rhonda Gillespie. Xander had fetched Mrs. Gillespie from the fundraising dinner, because a young woman needed to see her.

He studied Daisy from the corner of his vision. Could it be? Almost everything about her was different, from her build to the shape of her face to the way she wore her hair. But underneath all that . . . It might be. He couldn’t quite see how he got Desiree out of Daisy, but it wasn’t impossible.

In which case . . . they’d met before. Had she recognized him? He thought back to her initial greeting a little while before. She’d had a moment of warmth that suddenly faded, but the memory was jumbled with the surprise of seeing a stranger in the house and the distraction of the rabbits.

He couldn’t tell her now that he remembered her. Could he? She hadn’t said anything. Maybe she hadn’t recognized him either. It had been dark. He’d been wearing a tuxedo instead of his usual jeans and T-shirt or flannel shirt. It might be embarrassing to both of them to bring up the memory of that dance in the dark. It hadn’t exactly been in character for Xander. Even now his face heated—his whole body heated—at the thought of holding her in his arms. He’d thought of her for days after that, wondering who she was and what had become of her.

That night had ended with a fire in the theater, which was the main talk of the town. No doubt Rhonda Gillespie’s pregnant niece showing up had raised some eyebrows, but Xander rarely went into town, so he missed out on most gossip, and Mama had been on her vacation.

He should pretend he didn’t recognize her.

“Okay, I made you an account.” He rolled his chair back toward her desk. “The password is password, so change it right away. Did Mama have you fill out any paperwork?”

“Not yet.” Daisy woke up the computer, signed in, and changed her password. She seemed to know what she was doing so far.

“I imagine we need a W-2 and all that.”

“I’ll get one online.” In a couple of minutes, she’d downloaded the form, filled in the PDF, and signed it electronically. Xander looked over her shoulder. Legal name Daisy Mae Anderson. Daisy Mae. Desiree. Close enough for him to get them confused hearing it once. This was the girl from the fundraiser for sure.

She turned toward him. “Do you want me to print it or email it to you?”

Xander gulped. Now that he knew, he could see that girl in this one. That was nearly three months ago, so she was already pregnant then. He hadn’t been able to tell, but he’d thought she was tired and aching and upset about something.

“Um.” He scrambled to follow her question. “We have a shared folder. You can drop it there.” He gave her instructions as she brought it up.

“Oh, I see what programs you use.” She shifted in her chair, trying to get close enough to type easily with her belly blocking her from scooting all the way forward. “This isn’t the accounting software I’ve used, but I imagine it’s similar.”

“Why don’t you take some time and get familiar with it.” Xander edged his chair back toward his desk. He’d had all he could handle for the moment. “Take a break whenever you want. Help yourself to coffee—no, we only have caffeinated. Not that I’m trying to tell you what you should—anyway, there’s a big selection of tea and some cold drinks in the fridge. The iced tea in the pitcher also has caffeine. Just for your information. I’m not saying you can’t have any.”

She was laughing at him. “Thanks. Believe me, I’m used to getting told exactly what I’m allowed to eat, drink, and do from living with Auntie Rhonda.”

“Well, not here. Here you do whatever you want.” He nodded to show he meant it. “Go into the reading room—that’s what we call the little room with the sofa—and put your feet up if you need a break. Anything you need, just say so. Or don’t even say anything, just do what you want.”

Her expression firmed. “What I need is a job, and I’ll be the best worker you’ve ever seen.”

He opened his mouth to tell her that wasn’t necessary, but she’d already returned her attention to the computer. Besides, she seemed determined. Another person who didn’t like to take charity, maybe. Well, if they were kind and kept encouraging her to rest and take care of herself, maybe in a week or two she’d know they meant it. She’d know they weren’t like whoever sent her off to live with Rhonda Gillespie—he shuddered at the thought. She was safe here. Mama had claimed her, so she was one of theirs now. Maybe Xander didn’t know how to take care of a young pregnant woman the way he knew how to take care of rabbits and chickens and horses and cows, but he’d learn. He’d figure it out.


Chapter Four


Daisy went through the accounting program, using the help menu as needed to figure out the differences between this one and what she’d used before.

How lowering that Xander hadn’t even recognized her. Hardly surprising though. She’d been as glamorous as she’d ever been in her life on her ill-fated wedding day. Now, at thirty weeks pregnant, she was well on her way to looking like a hippo in a flowered tent.

She didn’t have long to prove herself in the office before she’d have to take time off for the birth and recovery. She couldn’t expect the Tomlinsons to pay her during that time, but maybe they’d let her stay in the house even if she wasn’t working those weeks. Would they let her give birth there? Daisy had found a doula she liked, so the plan was for a home birth, but that might be too much to ask from her employers. Although they did have a ranch, so birth wouldn’t be quite so shocking to them.

Auntie Rhonda had already declared herself Daisy’s birth partner and clearly expected to be with her during the delivery. It might even be comforting, in an odd way, to have her aunt bellowing at her to buck up and stop whining, because Rhonda had never cried during any of her births or miscarriages. Well, maybe not comforting. Bracing, perhaps, like the shock of jumping into a cold lake, so one’s nerves vanished with the desperate desire to simply keep breathing.

She tried not to think of William. Most people would say he had a right to be there at his baby’s birth, and to help decide that baby’s future. After all, he was the child’s father, and she was the one that ran away. But the idea of seeing William again, having him in her life, filled her with sick dread. She couldn’t bear the thought of coparenting with him, of having to talk to him weekly for years, even if it was best for the child, and she didn’t think it was. Since she’d been away from William’s daily influence, Daisy could think back on everything he’d said and done, and she’d grown to despise him.

She’d done some research and at first been relieved to read that unmarried fathers have no parental rights in Texas. But that information had quickly been followed by how men could go to court with a paternity suit and win visitation rights. A judge very well might decide in favor of the thirty-year-old man who owned his own business and had wanted to marry. She couldn’t let him take her baby. Better to hand her baby over to a stranger and disappear. But as the baby grew inside her, something else was growing—a sense that she could do this, she could be a good mother, if only people would give her a chance. And now she had one.

Daisy would have to be strong enough and smart enough to prove herself and keep this job and figure out how to make sure William couldn’t touch her child. Which meant she needed to stop panicking and focus on her work.

She glanced at Xander. Clearly his mother hadn’t told him ahead of time that she’d hired Daisy. He’d been nice enough, but nervous and awkward, and he didn’t seem to believe she was actually there to work. He must’ve taken one look at her and decided she was a young fool who got knocked up by some jerk and had no job skills or desire to be useful. Well, the first part of that was true, but she’d prove him wrong on the second half.

Of course, now she desperately needed to pee. That seemed to happen about every half hour these days. How was she supposed to look like a good employee if she was constantly racing back and forth to the bathroom? Ava would understand, since she’d had four children herself, but would Xander?

If that weren’t bad enough, her feet itched. She slipped off her sandals, the only shoes that fit her swollen feet, and scratched one foot with the other. At least she could hide them under the desk and maybe no one would notice. So far she hadn’t had to deal with hemorrhoids, thank goodness, although now that she was thinking about the possibility, her rear itched.

It’s only in your mind.

She gave her head a little shake and focused back on the computer.

Nope. She had to get to the restroom now.

She shoved her feet into her sandals and pushed back her chair. Xander didn’t glance her way as he typed at his computer, so she scurried out without an explanation. No doubt he’d figure it out when the bathroom door closed behind her, if he even noticed she’d moved.

As usual of late, she didn’t have to pee nearly as much as her bladder was telling her she did. She patted her belly. “You in there. Stop pressing on all my organs!” She sighed. “Not your fault. Maybe if I had the ‘good childbearing hips’ Auntie Rhonda brags about, it wouldn’t be an issue.”

She redid her ponytail and patted her face with a damp paper towel. They might be heading toward autumn, but right now it was awfully hot and humid, especially when she waddled around in a hurry.

She scowled at her reflection. She shouldn’t worry about looking nice. No one expected a woman over seven months pregnant to look nice. They might pretend she “glowed,” but she could hardly be expected to put on fitted dresses and high heels. Should she get some makeup, now that she had a job? Or would she look like she was trying too hard? She didn’t want anyone thinking she was after one of the Tomlinson boys, especially not a Tomlinson wife, fiancée, or girlfriend. She could use some female friends, and if being obviously pregnant had one advantage there, it was that no one would see her as a threat to their relationships.

Okay. Back to work, to prove she could do this job. She tried to find a little of Auntie Rhonda’s fierceness. Daisy could be a dragon slayer too—as long as the dragons came in the form of spreadsheets and memos.

When she returned to the main room, Xander hovered by the kitchenette. “Can I get you a drink? Or a snack? If there’s something special you want, let me know, and I’ll order it.”

Daisy put her fists on her hips. “I’m your administrative assistant. You should be asking me to order drinks and snacks.”

“Oh. Sure. Then you can order whatever you want. But for today . . .” He looked around as if trying to find something he could offer her. Daisy couldn’t decide whether his anxious helpfulness was cute or annoying.

Annoying. Definitely. She could not let him get in that habit. Ava had given her this job out of kindness, and Daisy would not abuse her trust by treating Xander like a sugar daddy. She didn’t even know how one was supposed to treat a sugar daddy.

“I think there are homemade cookies in the house,” Xander said.

Daisy smothered a laugh. He was literally offering her sugar.

She stalked toward him, gaze narrowed. “Now you listen here. I may be pregnant, but I am not helpless. You don’t have to wait on me. I’m here to work.”

His eyes widened. “Oh. Um. Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.” Now his glance around appeared to be searching for escape.

She stepped closer and tapped a finger on his chest. “If I want a drink or a snack, I will get one for myself. And I will order what I want, thank you very much, because that’s the prerogative of an administrative assistant. She gets to order her favorite pens and the cute sticky notes. If I need a break, I’ll take one, and I don’t need anyone telling me when. And if I want to turn down the thermostat, I’ll do so, because it’s too hot in here!”

Whoops. She’d gotten on a roll. William would’ve given her a chilly look if she’d suggested changing the thermostat. He wouldn’t have told her no, but his silent disapproval would have discouraged her. Oh, well. Maybe it was for the best if Xander realized she’d stand up for herself, and if she knew right away whether that was going to be a problem.

“There are cute sticky notes?” He shook his head. “Never mind.” He gazed into her eyes and spoke softly. “I just want you to feel comfortable and safe here.”

Aw. What a sweetie.

No. She had to stand firm, even in the face of those big, pleading brown eyes with the thick lashes.

She took one step back and crossed her arms. “What exactly do you think I’m doing here?”

He studied her posture, his forehead wrinkled.

“Not right this second,” she snapped. “In general. Here in this office.”

“Um.” He glanced around the room. “Working?”

“That’s right. Don’t you forget it.” Daisy hoped she wasn’t challenging fate, which might respond with something humiliating, like sudden cramps that would send her to the hospital in a panic and turn out to be a Braxton Hicks false alarm. She held her breath for a few seconds, but her body seems stable.

“I didn’t mean to offend you,” Xander said. “I don’t know much about pregnant humans.”

Pregnant humans? That was an odd way to put it—or maybe not, since they ran a cattle ranch. Good grief, she hoped he wasn’t going to treat her like a pregnant cow, even if she sometimes felt like one.

“I’ll do some research, and then I’ll be better,” he said. “But I wanted you to know that we’re not real strict here. It’s only Mama and Carly and me, and we pretty much work whatever hours suit us. I’ll be in and out, taking care of the animals. Carly likes to go for a ride with Josh sometimes. Maybe Mama will want to work less after her vacation, I don’t know. She’s not used to having free time and other people to do the work. We’re still getting the hang of having the money.”

“Okay. I appreciate that.” She offered a smile now that she’d made her point. “Since I’ll be living here, I can work whenever I’m needed, or set my hours as suits me, if you don’t need me for something in particular.”

His eyes widened. “Living here?”

Oops. His mother really had taken him by surprise with this whole thing. “If that’s all right with you,” Daisy said. “Your mother said I could have room and board and a small salary while we figure out if I’m right for this job. But it’s your home too, so if that’s going to make you uncomfortable . . .” She gulped and gathered her courage. “I can move back in with Auntie Rhonda.”

He visibly shuddered. “No. I wouldn’t ask you to do that. I mean—not that your aunt isn’t a lovely person . . .”

Daisy snickered. “She’s sometimes a bit aggressive in her kindness. I’m glad you understand.”

He nodded. “I see why Mama offered room and board, if that’s the alternative.” His face was red, but they smiled at each other in accord.

Daisy tried to think of what else he’d said. “You mentioned you’d do research on pregnant women. You could also just ask me.”

“Could I?” He held her gaze with an intensity that was almost uncomfortable. “I didn’t want to be rude. But if you tell me what’s going on, or what you need, it would be a big help. I get distracted sometimes and I don’t always recognize hints. I’d hate to miss something important because I wasn’t paying attention.”

Daisy remembered what Auntie Rhonda had said about him being peculiar. So far, he simply seemed shy, and maybe a little awkward, but she could hardly blame him when he’d had a pregnant woman thrust upon him with no warning. Well, maybe thrust upon him wasn’t the way to think of it, despite Auntie Rhonda’s original goal. Her face heated and she held back a nervous giggle.

“I’ll make a deal with you,” Daisy said. “I’ll promise to tell you if I need or want something, or something’s wrong. In return, you do the same for me, and treat me like a real employee, even if it means telling me when I’m doing something wrong.”

He hesitated. “Is that truly what you want? To be honest, I thought maybe Mama gave you the job as . . . not charity, but a kindness, since you needed help, and we can certainly afford to give it.”

Daisy’s eyes stung with tears, and her throat felt tight. Probably the pregnancy hormones. All right, yes, and the fact that this family she had just met was more generous than her own family. He was right; they could afford to throw around money. But they were giving her more than that, whether or not they fully realized it.

“I’m grateful. I really do want the job though.” She patted her belly. “I need to be able to take care of myself and this little one. I have some job skills, but I don’t have a degree and I’m not about to ask my last boss for a reference. If I can work here, at least for a few months—maybe a year—then I’ll be in a better position to find another job. You won’t be stuck with me forever.”

“We’re not stuck with you. We’re glad to have you.”

Right. She hoped he wouldn’t come to regret that. “Maybe I should warn you. I want you to tell me if I’m making mistakes, but I can’t promise I won’t cry, because pregnancy hormones send me over the edge sometimes, but I’ll try to retreat to the bathroom to do it, and I won’t hold a grudge.”

“Okay. I’ll try not to make you cry. But I won’t mind if you do. I mean, I’ll feel bad that you’re upset, but I won’t think badly of you.”

She gave a little huff of amusement. “If you’re like most men, you’ll probably run away at the first sight of tears. Which is fine, since it’s not like I want anyone to see me cry.”

He frowned over that. “I don’t know. I don’t see people cry a lot, but I’m used to animals crying when they’re in pain or scared. It’s a normal reaction.”

They smiled awkwardly at each other. Finally Xander said, “Did you want that drink or anything? I know you said you could get it yourself, but I’m blocking the fridge.” He shuffled to the side.

They’d made some progress, but it sure would be nice if they felt more comfortable with each other, since they would be working together. Xander seemed desperate to do something nice for her. Maybe giving him the opportunity would help him relax.

“Thanks.” She opened the fridge and looked in but didn’t see anything she wanted. She closed the door and turned toward him. “Maybe you could do me a favor, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course.” He straightened, alert and ready to run off on any errand she suggested.

“I felt awkward bringing my things with me before I even saw the place and met everyone. But I need to get my clothes and all from Auntie Rhonda. Not that I have much.”

“Of course I’ll help.” He rubbed his palms on his jeans. “It will be nice to see your aunt again,” he added weakly.

Poor boy. She wouldn’t put him through that. “I happen to know she’ll be working in the church office until four o’clock today. If we go before then, Rhonda won’t insist on sending along some cowslip wine for your family. I haven’t had to try it, but it sounds ghastly, so we probably want to avoid that.”

“Yes.” His shoulders relaxed. “Going earlier would be perfectly acceptable.”

They were off to a reasonable start. Given a few weeks, they might get comfortable with each other. Daisy hoped the baby behaved itself and stayed in place until its due date. Not that she was particularly enjoying the pregnancy, but she didn’t want to disrupt this fragile accord by forcing Xander to deal with her water breaking and screams of agony in the middle of the office.

Her natural optimism had been shaken by events of the last year, but she reached for it. She’d show what a good worker she could be, the pregnancy would go smoothly, she’d have a beautiful baby and return to work in no time. Everything would be fine.


Chapter Five


A few days later, Xander came in from farm chores to find Daisy at the office kitchenette with a sink full of soapy water and a dish drying rack full of mugs.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

She attacked a mug with a scrub brush as if trying to teach it a lesson. “I’m going to get these coffee stains off.”

Xander stood at her shoulder. “I think some of those coffee stains are older than I am. The mugs are clean.”

She used the back of a wrist to brush a strand of hair off her forehead and left a soapy streak. “Humor me. I woke up this morning full of energy and the desire to make everything tidy and perfect. I think I’m nesting.” She gave him a wry smile.

“Oh. Okay.” He stared at the soap bubble slowly sliding down her temple until she wiped the side of her face on her sleeve. He shifted his gaze toward the sudsy water. They should buy some rubber gloves so she wouldn’t have to soak her hands, although rubber gloves left a funny smell that bothered Xander more than animal manure. “You won’t work too hard, right?”

She turned her head to glare into his eyes. “Full. Of. Energy.” She turned back to the sink with a laugh. “It’s like the energy I lost in the first months of pregnancy has come roaring back all at once. I’m almost done here, and I already wiped out the cupboards and fridge and checked for expiration dates on the food. I want to organize the filing cabinets, but I thought I’d better check first to make sure I don’t mess up your system.”

The folding step stool leaned against the counter. Mama used it when she needed to reach something on a higher shelf. Daisy had been climbing up on that to clean the cupboards? He bit back a warning. It was too late now. Good thing the office building was only a few months old, or who knew what she’d be doing? Crawling through the ducts searching for dust, probably.

Nesting, huh? He’d done research last night on pregnancy, but knowing the stages of fetal development hadn’t prepared him for this. Still, it probably wasn’t that different from when a rabbit shredded and fluffed material into a comfortable space for giving birth. Rabbits didn’t climb up on step stools when their center of gravity was awkwardly balanced, but then Daisy didn’t appear to be pulling out her own hair to make her nest, so maybe it was a fair trade.

Daisy had been disappearing into her new room after dinner. Xander had assumed she was exhausted from being around new people, or out of energy in general. But maybe she’d been cleaning and organizing then too, turning the room that used to be Cody’s into her own nest. He’d noticed the new shampoo and conditioner in the shower, with lotions and so forth lined up tidily in the medicine cabinet.

Maybe they should turn Cody and TC’s old rooms into a suite for Daisy and the baby, with their own bathroom. He’d talk to Mama about it.

At the moment, he wanted to distract Daisy from working so hard. But he’d already learned that she wouldn’t take kindly to a suggestion that she put her feet up or take a nap.

“I’ll explain the filing system later,” he said. “How about a tour of the rest of the ranch while it’s still cool out? The beef cattle are out in the fields, but we have horses in the barn and chickens and rabbits nearby.”

He’d looked up the risks to pregnant women from being near or handling animals. Daisy should be safe as long as she avoided feces and didn’t milk the animals or help them during births. He’d remind her to wash her hands after touching anything, as an extra precaution. Fortunately, rabbits were generally safe for healthy people to handle, and he could vouch for the health of all their rabbits except the ones in quarantine. He’d make sure they were disease and parasite free before introducing them to the other rabbits, or to Daisy.

“Oh, I’d love that!” Daisy practically danced as she put the last mug in the dish drain, pulled the plug in the sink, and rinsed her hands. She grabbed the hand towel and turned toward him, cheeks pink and eyes glowing. She really was fresh and pretty as a daisy.

“And I want y’all to know, I’m happy to help with chores too.” She chuckled and patted her belly. “I might be a little clumsy for a while yet, but you’ve welcomed me into your home, and I’m happy to clean the kitchen or feed the chickens or . . . I don’t actually know all that much about ranch work, but I can learn.”

The idea that Daisy might actually try to shovel out the horse stalls or scrub the floor literally knocked Xander back a step. “You don’t need to do that. We have cleaners come in every week for the house. Mama says it’s the best thing about winning the lottery. And if no one feels like cooking, we go over to TC’s ranch. He has a cook to feed all the hired hands. You just focus on the office work.”

“Okay, but know that I’m happy to do whatever needs to be done.”

He glanced down at her feet in their cute little strappy sandals. “Right now, I suggest you put on some real shoes. The kind with closed toes, I mean. If you want rubber boots, there’s some in the back mudroom. It’s not real muddy out right now, but they’ll keep off the dirt and all.”

He couldn’t believe he’d already gone from assuming Daisy would only do a little light work as an excuse to get a paycheck to begging her to organize their files rather than clean the house. Come to think of it, pregnant women must do house and yard chores all the time, and even ranch work. Most of them couldn’t afford to hire someone else. No doubt Mama had kept doing the cooking and cleaning, and some of the animal care, all while wrangling the older boys and taking care of Xander as a baby. He ought to order her a big bouquet of flowers.

Women were really incredible.

But that didn’t mean he had to let Daisy work that hard, when it wasn’t necessary.

They stopped by the house so she could change shoes. Then they started at the rabbit hutch, which was close to the house for afternoon shade. She would have passed by it on the way to the office building, but as far as Xander knew, she hadn’t actually gotten to know any of the bunnies.

“We have two main hutches, for spayed females and neutered males,” he said. “The hutches can be moved around so they have fresh grass and we can adjust to the weather. Any new rabbits start out in quarantine until they get fixed. I keep sick rabbits and newborns in the house for their safety and so I can check on them throughout the night if needed.”

She looked down at the rabbits in the female pen. “They’re so fluffy with their long hair!”

“The two close here, Obi-Bun Kenobi and Bun Solo, are Angora. They’re the best for wool, plus they’re a favorite with the 4-H kids. We have some chinchilla and other breeds as well.”

She put a hand on his arm to steady herself as she crouched. Stephen Hopping, a light brown rabbit with a little mane like a lion, hopped closer. Daisy cooed at it. Then she stood, still holding his arm for balance. “You get them all fixed? Don’t you want to breed more rabbits?”

“We get enough new rabbits from other people who bred them by accident.” He bent down to scoop up a black-and-white rabbit. “Anyway, we’re not raising them for meat. I comb out the loose hair and sell it to weavers. When they die, we can sell the pelts as well, and the meat gets cooked for the dogs. Rabbit manure is a good fertilizer, so it goes in the garden and we sell the extra.”

“I didn’t realize they had so many uses. It’s nice that you don’t have to kill them for the meat.” She held her fingers near the bunny’s twitching nose. “I know this is a ranch, and y’all have to be practical and make money, or at least you did, but I’d have trouble not thinking of bunnies as pets.”

He nodded. “I’ve been raising rabbits since I was a little kid. Daddy said they had to earn their way, but fortunately you can do that with small-scale rabbit farming. This is Fibunacci. Do you want to hold her? It should be safe. For the baby, I mean.”

She bit her lip. “Are you sure? To hear Auntie Rhonda tell it, I shouldn’t touch animals unless they are well cooked, and then there’s still a whole list to avoid. I’m not sure where she gets her information. I think she figures that if anyone anywhere has ever said something might be potentially dangerous for a pregnant woman, I should avoid it.”

Xander stroked Fibunacci’s soft ears. “I looked it up. You shouldn’t change the cat’s litter, but rabbits and horses are safe. You shouldn’t help when the cows give birth either, not that we’d ask you to, and that will mostly be later anyway, after your baby is born.”

She smiled at the rabbit and then up at him. “Well, in that case, I’m ready to cuddle!”

He handed her Fibunacci and bent down to pet Sheldon and Leeloo—and hide his hot face. He knew she meant she wanted to cuddle the rabbit, but her words had still given him a vivid image of snuggling up with her on the couch. He shouldn’t be thinking like that.

After she’d had enough bunny time, they walked to the barn. The dogs, Buddy and Lucky, bounded over to them and demanded pets. Then they raced off looking for another adventure.

“We have a couple of barn cats,” Xander said. “They keep the rodents down. Animal shelters are always looking for homes for feral cats they trap in cities, the ones that wouldn’t make good inside pets.”

“I guess you don’t have to worry about cleaning their litter boxes.”

“No, but watch what you touch on the ground, and wash your hands after—” He broke off. Was he starting to sound like Rhonda Gillespie? Daisy had wanted this job in part to get away from her aunt. She didn’t need someone else nagging her.

She flashed him a rueful look. “Sometimes I wonder how women ever managed to have babies in the past, before we had hospitals and obstetricians and all this research on the danger of bagged salads and deli meats and cat poop.”

In the days before modern medicine, they’d lost a lot of babies, and some of the mothers as well. He figured he shouldn’t mention that, or how until the mid-eighteen hundreds, doctors didn’t wash their hands between doing an autopsy and delivering a baby.

“I’m not even allowed to eat blue cheese,” she went on, “and Gorgonzola is my favorite.”

He made a mental note of that. He’d get her some as soon as it was safe. “What else do you miss?” Maybe that was a mean question, if it got her thinking about all the things she couldn’t have. But he was already picturing a party where they’d have all the food she missed and wine or whatever she liked to drink—could women have alcohol while nursing, or not until after the baby was weaned? He’d find out.

“Oh, you know, mostly it isn’t that I desperately want the food. It’s simply an inconvenience, having to remember what I’m allowed to have. Then you come across all these fussy rules, like you can have this type of fish but only once a week and no other fish that week. And I’m supposed to get more protein, but not meats that are cured without cooking, but meat that’s cooked as it’s cured is fine.” She rolled her eyes. “Like I’m supposed to know the different ways they make salami.”

“Yeah. That sounds like a pain.” He’d get a list and share it with Mama and Bernajean, TC’s cook, so they could avoid buying food Daisy wasn’t supposed to have or at least make sure it was marked.

They stepped into the barn, dim and cool after the sunshine outside. A brown horse with white on her face whinnied and stuck her head over the stall door. Daisy clapped her hands together in front of her chest. “Oh! You said horses are safe, right?”

“Yeah. At least petting them. You might not want to ride at this stage of pregnancy, and you should avoid the back end.”

Her eyebrows went up. “To avoid being kicked or to avoid the manure?”

He chuckled. “Both. That’s Lady whose flirting with you. She’s Carly’s horse. If you want to ride later, after the baby is born and everything’s . . . um, feeling better . . . she’d be happy for the exercise. Lady, I mean. Carly would be happy to have you borrow her horse. Or any of them, but Lady is smaller, which tends to be more comfortable for petite women.”

“Yeah, I suppose I might be petite again someday, though it’s hard to believe it now.” Daisy stroked Lady’s cheek. The horse blew softly at her and gently nosed at her belly. Soon they were nuzzling each other affectionately. “I always wanted a horse,” Daisy said. “Like a lot of girls, I suppose.”

“Did you at least get to ride some?”

“No.” She pressed her cheek against Lady’s muzzle. “Things like that weren’t a priority for my family.”

Xander hesitated. He didn’t want to pry, but he wondered why she was here with Rhonda rather than home with her parents or the baby’s father. “What was?” he asked. That was vague enough to let her talk about anything she wanted.

“Oh, sending the boys to college or trade school. Not me, of course. No point in educating a girl who’s only going to quit her job to get married and have babies, as is appropriate for a female.” She made a face. “I guess they weren’t entirely wrong, although I skipped the marriage and only quit my job because I didn’t want to keep working for the baby’s father.”

“Oh.” He couldn’t think of anything to say.

“You didn’t hear?” She leaned against the stall door, one hand on her belly and the other playing with Lady’s mane. “I guess Auntie Rhonda keeps her gossip to a minimum where family is concerned.”

“You don’t have to tell me.”

“I’d rather y’all knew. I didn’t mean to get pregnant. I didn’t even mean to start a relationship with my boss. At least he wasn’t married, in case that’s what you’re thinking.”

“I wasn’t.” He didn’t know what he was thinking.

“He wanted to marry me, for which I was supposed to be suitably grateful. I wasn’t.” She stepped away from the horse stall and brushed her hands together. “So here I am. I ran away on my wedding day, and that’s when—” She broke off. Finally she finished, “when I came to Last Stand.”

That night at the fundraiser. He’d thought her a beautiful princess, but sad. No wonder, if she ran away from her own wedding.

“I’m glad you’re here,” he said.

Her smile broke out like a sunrise. “Me too.”


Chapter Six


Daisy was glad to get that out in the open. They headed back to the office, where Xander approved her suggestions for reorganizing the files. The minimalist system the Tomlinsons were using looked like it had been in place for decades, and they were collecting too many papers for that. She was tempted to suggest they go paperless, but the printed versions did act as a backup if systems went down or files got corrupted. Besides, some of the ranch suppliers and beef buyers still did things the old-fashioned way. Apparently, sometimes that meant sending contracts through the mail because people didn’t even have computers. Sometimes it meant showing up in person and doing a deal on a handshake.

Within another week, Daisy had the paper files reorganized. During the process, she’d stumbled across a few papers that weren’t properly alphabetized, which caused her to look at every piece of paper and make sure it was in the right place. Then she worked on the computer files and set up a new folder system that would make it easier to find things. The prior system might have been fine for the person who built it and knew from experience where everything was, but it was hardly user-friendly. Xander grumbled a few times when he couldn’t find things right away, but once she led him through the new systems, he caught on quickly. Ava simply asked Daisy to find what she needed.

Daisy wasn’t sure if she was proving her worth or putting herself out of a job by getting everything organized so quickly. Well, maybe she’d convince Xander and Ava to let her take on more and more of the office work. Ava seemed to enjoy helping manage the family charitable foundation, because wouldn’t it be fun to choose who got big chunks of cash? You could make people’s dreams come true or simply ease the stress of rough times. They said money couldn’t buy happiness, but it sure could buy relief from certain kinds of misery. But after her lengthy vacation, Ava seemed more interested in finding other uses for her time and willing to pass basic tasks on to Daisy.

The Tomlinsons kept the family foundation work separate from the ranch accounts, which Xander handled. Really, Daisy couldn’t understand why he was still doing any of it himself. As far as she could tell, he’d hardly changed his habits since the family won the lottery, calmly going about his usual business of taking care of animals and paperwork, while everything changed around him. Granted, he seemed to enjoy working with numbers, and everyone said he’d been a math prodigy, taking over the family accounts at age fifteen. But surely he could find better—and more interesting—uses for his skills, while Daisy took over the day-to-day stuff.

It was almost funny, the way he kept trying to do things for her, so she wouldn’t have to work as hard, while she kept trying to do things for him, so she’d secure her job long term.

She also got her bedroom set up the way she wanted it. It was nice to have a space for herself now. Strange to share living space with a family that wasn’t hers, but she’d grown up with brothers, and Ava and Xander were used to a full house. The other Tomlinson boys lived nearby and wandered in and out on a whim. They were friendly in a casual way, letting Daisy sit quietly and listen to the laughter and roughhousing. She would’ve said they didn’t even notice she was there, except every one of them was quick to pull out her chair or grab the dirty dishes out of her hands during cleanup.

The three woman who’d—in Auntie Rhonda’s words—snagged Tomlinson brothers joined them for dinner one evening. When they finished eating, Carly clapped her hands and said, “All right! Time to plan Hallie and TC’s wedding.”

Josh, Cody, and Xander immediately stood, making excuses about ranch chores, although Daisy overheard Cody whisper something to Josh about a NASCAR race on TV.

“Go.” Carly made a shooing motion with her hand. “We don’t need you.”

TC had remained seated at the table, looking pained.

“You can go too,” Hallie said.

His expression shifted to hopeful. “Are you sure?”

“You don’t care what the wedding or reception are like, so I’ll make the decisions, and you can pay for it.”

“Done.” TC slid a hand around the back of Hallie’s head and gave her a firm kiss. “You’re the best. Plan whatever you want, and if you’re happy, I’ll be happy since I get to marry you.”

Mallory made gagging noises. Her boyfriend, Cody, tugged on her hair and she swatted his hand away. TC winked at her and headed toward the door.

Xander hovered by Daisy’s shoulder. “Do you need anything?”

She lifted her chin and tried to look stern. “If I do, I can get it myself.”

“We’ll look after her,” Ava said, rather dampening the effect of Daisy’s defiance.

Daisy watched Xander leave. He really was awfully sweet. If Auntie Rhonda had to pick out a potential husband for Daisy, she could have done much worse. Not that Daisy was looking for a husband, having already turned down one offer that was “perfectly acceptable,” according to her mother. And not that a cute, kind billionaire would have any interest in a woman who was heavily pregnant with another man’s child.

When she turned back to the table, the other women were studying her. She wiped the smile from her face. Maybe they hadn’t noticed. If they had noticed, she hoped they assumed her smile was for Xander and not one of the other brothers. Better to be teased about her stupid crush than have anyone think she was after a man who was taken.

“Interesting.” Mallory glanced at the other woman. “Are we going to talk about this? Because I’d like to talk about this. Not that wedding planning isn’t a laugh a minute, but new romance?” She clasped her hands together and batted her eyelashes.

“Xander does seem taken with his new employee and roommate,” Carly said.

Daisy’s face burned. “It’s not like that. He’s simply being nice, because, you know.” She gestured at her huge belly. “He apparently thinks I’m incapable of doing anything for myself.”

“He’s always had a soft spot for creatures in trouble.” Carly winced. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to compare you to a pregnant cat someone dumped at the end of the ranch road. I just mean he’s a caregiver type.”

Daisy gave an uncomfortable shrug. “You’re not that far off with the pregnant cat thing either.” She looked at Ava. “Don’t worry. I’m not assuming his attention is anything other than the kindness of a gentleman trying to be a good boss. He hasn’t been flirting, and neither have I.”

Ava smiled at her. “You’re certainly not obligated to develop personal feelings for him. I know your aunt might have put that idea in your head, but I offered you this job so you would have choices and independence. That’s far better in the long run than having someone take care of you.”

“And I’m so grateful, and I would never betray that confidence!” Daisy said.

“Wait a minute, what’s this about your aunt?” Hallie asked. “Who’s your aunt?”

“Rhonda Gillespie,” Mallory said. “You know, the one with the gray helmet hair and the jaw like a nutcracker.”

“The one who thought Ava should’ve shared the winning lottery ticket with her knitting group instead of her family,” Carly added.

“We made peace over that, so we can forget it,” Ava said.

Carly shook her head. “Some of us don’t forget.” She glanced at Daisy. “But I’m sure she’s . . . Well, maybe I should simply say that she’s your aunt, but I won’t hold it against you.”

Daisy felt like she should defend her aunt, but so far no one had said anything untrue. “She took me in when I ran away from my wedding. I don’t know what I would’ve done without her.” Daisy assumed the gossip had made its rounds, but if not, she didn’t want to hide anything.

Hallie frowned. “Did I know that? No, I think I would have remembered. Rhonda is pretty memorable.” TC’s girlfriend was a little quieter and less forceful than Carly or Mallory, often taking a moment to gather her thoughts before she spoke. That was risky in a raucous crowd like this family, but the others generally noticed when she wanted to speak and gave her the time she needed. “More to the point, yikes,” she added. “I’m glad you had somewhere to go, but things must’ve been pretty bad.”

“They weren’t great. I guess a lot of people would say I was lucky. I didn’t mean to get pregnant, but when I did, the father offered to marry me. Insisted, actually. Things just kind of happened, with everyone else making decisions, and I got dragged along. He was actually waiting at the altar when the panic hit and I just—” She waved her arm. “Took off. Auntie Rhonda had met William and didn’t like him, so I figured she wouldn’t make me go back to him.”

Mallory frowned. “Other people would have?”

“My parents threw a fit. William called and texted dozens of times after I left. I finally blocked his number.” Daisy winced. “Then I muted my parents and brothers when they kept pestering me to reconsider.” It hurt that she wasn’t talking to her own mother during her pregnancy, but she hadn’t found another way to get them to stop. She’d already been scared and upset and queasy and exhausted from the pregnancy. Even now, she didn’t have enough energy to keep defending her decision over and over.

Maybe that’s why it felt so good to be with people who listened to her and thought she had the right to choose her own future.

Hallie gave Daisy’s shoulder a little rub. “That’s rough. I’m glad you had Rhonda, and I’m glad you found Last Stand. I came here to get away too.” She flashed a mischievous look at her friends. “Carly and Mallory couldn’t get away from here.”

“Hey, I got away,” Carly said. “Last Stand drew me back again. No regrets.”

“There’s nothing wrong with staying where you belong,” Mallory said. “You just have to figure out where that is.” She studied Daisy. “Do you think you found your place?”

Daisy realized she was rubbing her belly, which had become a habit when she was nervous. The baby kicked, and she smiled. “At least for now. I want to get through this pregnancy and figure out how to be a single mother. I like the work, but the most important thing is that I’m building job skills for the future. I don’t want to be dependent on any job again. My last boss was my . . . The father of my baby. That put me in an awkward situation.”

“For sure.” Carly wrinkled her nose. “In that case, I can see why you wouldn’t want to get involved with Xander, even if you might under normal circumstances.”

“And even if he was interested and not merely being nice,” Daisy said. “Besides, I don’t have the energy for a relationship, or the interest. I’m giving birth in a couple of months! That kind of takes priority.”

Although she’d had extremely high energy lately. And to be perfectly truthful, her libido had come roaring back along with the energy. Sex was one thing women typically didn’t have to avoid during pregnancy, but she and William hadn’t done it since she told him she was pregnant. She hadn’t thought much about what that meant, since she had so much else on her mind. She’d vaguely assumed it was a belated attempt to save something for the honeymoon, or perhaps a sign of respect for her pregnant body.

Now she had to wonder if Auntie Rhonda was right about William grooming her to be his perfect wife. Was that the only reason he’d been interested in having sex with her in the first place, to force her into marriage so he’d have a devoted servant for life? She winced at the thought. Maybe she wasn’t anything special, but neither was William. So there.

She looked at Carly. Daisy had been wanting to talk to her, and maybe now wasn’t the best time, but it wasn’t the worst. “You’re a lawyer, right? Can I talk to you sometime about parental rights?” Shoot, was that rude, asking a favor of someone whose time was worth a lot of money? “I mean, I can set up an appointment or whatever, or maybe you don’t take those kinds of cases but you can point me to someone who does . . .”

Carly’s gaze had sharpened. “Absolutely. No appointment needed and no charge. Are you thinking about trying to get child support?”

“The opposite.” Daisy had her hands around her stomach as if she could protect her child that way. “I want to make sure I’m the only one who has custody.”

“I see.” Carly grinned. “Then I hope the man tries to get custody, because I love a good fight. We’ll talk about it tomorrow. I’m sure we can work out something.”

Daisy shuddered with relief. Carly was sophisticated and worldly and tough, all the things Daisy wasn’t. She intimidated Daisy, but wasn’t that what you wanted in a lawyer?

She put on a cheerful smile. “Now can we please stop talking about my boring life and get busy with this wedding planning? If you like, I’ll take notes.”

She would be an excellent employee and an excellent friend, and maybe she’d find a permanent place in Last Stand. She liked her bosses and had a comfortable place to live, even if only one room of it was hers. She could build on this. She’d make a life for herself and her child.

So she couldn’t help noticing how cute Xander was. And she sometimes felt a tug deep inside—heart or libido, she wasn’t even certain—when she was around him. That was fine too. He probably didn’t even notice, given his focus on protecting her and the baby from any harm. She’d count her blessings and not hope for any more than she had right now.


Chapter Seven


Xander entered the office, grunted a greeting, and headed straight for the kitchenette. September and October were busy months on the ranch, what with checking the cattle to see which had been bred, selling some of them, and planting winter grazing crops. He and Josh had been spending most of their time in the fields for the last couple of weeks. Xander checked in with Daisy midmorning and late afternoon to see if she had any questions or needed help, but she was generally fine on her own or could get answers from Mama.

He’d never really thought about hiring someone to help with the ranch accounts, even after winning the lottery. He’d been doing them since he was fifteen. The work wasn’t hard, so why not keep doing it? But he had to admit, it was nice that things were getting done without him needing to do them. They’d caught up on the backlog from Mama’s vacation and were ahead on the winter work. Usually Xander got through September and early October working in the fields and then came back to tackle all the tasks waiting in the office. Now as soon as he dropped off notes, Daisy got them into the proper spreadsheet. He couldn’t imagine the office without her.

He poured himself a cup of coffee and leaned against the counter, rolling his shoulders to relieve the stiffness. His gaze lit on Daisy, as it so often did. Watching her body change with the pregnancy was fascinating. With the cattle, you didn’t know if one was pregnant without a preg check. You had to put on a long plastic glove, lube it up, and reach deep into the cow’s rear end to see if you could feel the baby in the womb below. He still got a thrill whenever he identified tiny hooves or a little head, but it was messy work. They’d bought an ultrasound wand with the lottery money, but you still had to insert that inside the cow to get a reading. Even with the long glove, you usually wound up with gunk on your clothes and definitely on your boots. He’d showered before coming to the office. He didn’t want to risk Daisy coming into contact with anything dirty while she was pregnant.

Horses might look extra-wide when pregnant. Sometimes with a cat you could feel the babies moving, when it was close to the birth. But most animals didn’t show pregnancy unless you were looking closely, and in many cases you couldn’t tell without an ultrasound. Daisy had only a single fetus, and it looked like she was trying to smuggle a pumpkin under her dress. One of the big ones from the county fair.

He figured he shouldn’t mention that to her. Pregnancy didn’t seem to be slowing her down much, but she had grumbled about her belly getting in the way and how much her back ached. Mama had been quietly buying Daisy new clothes to fit her changing form, a special cushion to add extra padding to her chair, and so forth. She claimed she got all the stuff from other women in town who didn’t need those things anymore, but Xander had seen the boxes come in from online orders.

Daisy pushed her chair back from her desk and stared into space. She had both hands on her belly.

Xander put down his coffee mug and strode toward her. “Is everything all right?”

She turned to him with a smile that made him feel like he’d been head butted by one of TC’s llamas. She really did glow.

“Everything’s great,” she said. “I’m just feeling the baby kicking. It never gets old. Well, I could do without his acrobatics in the middle of the night, but it’s so real now.” She blinked suddenly moist eyes. “I can’t tell you how grateful I am to be here, to be working here. I wasn’t sure at first, but I’m keeping this baby. I don’t know how I’d manage that if y’all hadn’t taken me in.”

“You work harder than any two other people, so I say we still got the best end of the deal.” He hated to think of her alone and broke, maybe giving up a baby she wanted because she was afraid she couldn’t support it. “You never thought about asking for child support though? I’m not saying you should, if you don’t want to, but if you wanted to, Carly would help you with the legal side of things. It’s only fair that the father should help pay for the baby.”

Her mouth twisted. “I’d rather not talk to William again if I can avoid it. Besides, what if he tried to claim custody? He’s older and owns his own business. He wanted to marry me, and I ran away on my wedding day. How would that look in court?” She shivered.

“We won’t let him take your baby.” After a moment of hesitation, Xander gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze.

She flashed him a grateful smile. “Carly is helping me, but not with child support. We decided not to do anything unless William makes a move first, but if he tries to get any custody, Carly will work against it.”

Xander couldn’t believe William hadn’t tried to track down Daisy and make things right. What kind of father wasn’t interested in his own baby? Or had he tried and not been able to reach Daisy? She’d said she’d blocked his calls. Still, surely her family knew she’d stayed with her aunt Rhonda. Xander wouldn’t want to go up against Rhonda, but he’d do it if it meant a chance to see Daisy and meet his baby.

“Would you like to feel?” she asked.

“What?” Xander jerked his gaze upward. Shoot, he’d been staring at her belly. That probably wasn’t appropriate in the workplace, or anyplace. And touching her belly? That sounded like sexual harassment or something.

Daisy rolled the chair a little farther from the desk and turned toward him. She patted the side of her belly. “Right here.”

Xander stared at the spot and then met her gaze again. “Are you sure? It doesn’t feel quite polite.”

She laughed. “You would not believe the number of people who have had their hands on my big pregnant belly. Anytime I go somewhere with Auntie Rhonda, we run into friends of hers who want to feel it. Apparently a pregnant woman’s belly becomes public property.”

“That doesn’t sound right.”

She shrugged. “It can be annoying, but I tell myself it’s sweet. They’re excited about the baby. It’s pretty much always women, or health professionals when I go in for checkups.”

Xander took a step back. “I’m not either of those things.”

“No, but you are my friend.”

He frowned. “And your boss. Well, maybe that’s Mama.”

She rolled her eyes. “Believe me, being my boss hasn’t kept your mother’s hands off my belly. It’s part of our daily greeting. She says hi to me, and then she leans over and talks to the baby while patting my belly.”

Xander chuckled. “She’d stop if you asked her to.”

“I don’t mind. It’s not like I have my own mother here . . . Look, if it makes you uncomfortable, you certainly don’t have to. I just thought you might want to feel the baby kick.”

“I do. I totally do.” He slowly knelt next to her and placed his palm where she indicated. For a moment he felt nothing but her warmth through the fabric of her dress. Then it felt like a part of her belly twitched. He looked up at her. “That’s the baby.”

“Yes.”

They grinned at each other like a couple of fools. “I see what you mean,” he said. “It does make it more real. You’re having a baby. There is an actual human being growing inside of you right now.”

“I know!” Then she was laughing and crying.

Xander didn’t think. He shifted closer and put his arms around her as she leaned against him, letting the emotion spill out.

A minute later, Daisy straightened in her chair and reached for a tissue. Xander stood up.

She dabbed at her eyes. “Sorry. Pregnancy hormones, I guess. Did you know that if you blame pregnancy hormones, you can get away with almost anything?”

“Huh. That’s not really something I’ll get to take advantage of.”

“No. Do you want to see the ultrasound?”

“Yes please.”

She brought up the image on her computer. “It kind of looks like an alien, but they assure me this is what a healthy baby looks like at this stage.”

He put one hand on the desk and leaned closer, pointing with his free hand. “There’s the head, with the nose and mouth. Oh, look, this must be the spine.”

“Of course. You’re used to seeing ultrasound images, I guess.”

“Yeah. It takes some practice to read them. It looks like you’re having—oh, did you want to know the sex?”

“The doctor said it’s a boy.”

“That’s what I was going to say. Man, human babies have huge heads.”

Her shoulders hunched. “Don’t remind me. I have to get that big head out of my . . . body.”

Xander winced at the thought. “I guess women do it all the time.” That didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. There was a reason women remembered how long they’d been in labor, and a reason many of them took powerful drugs during the process. “I’m sure the doctor and nurses will take care of you.”

“Actually, I’m hoping to have the baby here with the help of a doula. Here in the house, I mean, not the office.” She giggled. “That would probably get me called into HR, if you had an HR.”

“I don’t know. It might get you worker’s comp.” He straightened, his gaze still lingering on the ultrasound image, and then glanced at her belly again. That little human was inside of her right this minute! He grinned at her, the fatigue of the day’s physical labor dropping away. He felt like he could run a marathon. No wonder she snapped at him when he suggested she should take it easy.

She rubbed her lips together. “Do you . . . Would you want to take me to my next doctor’s visit?” Before he could answer, she rushed on. “You don’t have to, of course. I probably shouldn’t have asked. I was just thinking, you know a lot about fetuses and giving birth and all. You’d probably understand more of what the doctor says than I do. But it’s not—usually Auntie Rhonda goes with me.”

He winced. “That must be fun. Mama would go with you. But I’d like to, if you want.”

“Really? You don’t mind?”

“It would be interesting.” And it might save her from some of her aunt’s pestering. He opened his eyes in mock horror. “Rhonda won’t beat me up if I take her place, will she?”

“Actually, telling her you’re taking me is probably the one thing that would keep her away.” She bit her lip. “But it might give her the wrong idea. I’ll tell her you’re simply being a good friend, but I can’t promise she won’t get her hopes up.”

Hopes up for what? That the Tomlinsons would pay for all the pregnancy and birth costs? Well, they would. One of the first things Carly had done after the lottery win was make sure the whole family had health insurance and a big account for emergency expenses. She’d gotten the ranch hands covered too, which was ridiculously expensive because of the dangerous nature of the job. It was only fair that they’d take care of their office employee as well.

“Don’t worry about that,” Xander said. “If there’s anything at all that you need or want to prepare for the birth, you let us know. I haven’t seen Mama as excited in years as she is about your baby, not even over the lottery money. Carly and Josh are talking about having kids pretty soon, so I know they’ve enjoyed the first-hand look. We all have.”

“All y’all have been a family to me.” Daisy ran her hand over her belly. She bit her lip for a moment. “Xander? Would you be the baby’s godfather?”

For a moment he simply stared, stunned.

“It’s not like you have to do anything really,” she said quickly. “I know there were times when a godparent would take care of the child if the parent died, or pay for things. I don’t mean that. I’d hate you to think I was asking only to get money!”

Xander shuddered at the thought that if something happened to Daisy, the baby would be all alone, or best-case scenario, he might be raised by Rhonda. Of course they’d take care of the child!

Daisy went on. “I was taught that asking someone to be a godparent was a way to show your respect and appreciation. I can’t think of any man who deserves that more.”

Xander gulped past his tight throat. “I’d be honored.”


Chapter Eight


At the doctor’s office, Xander held the door for Daisy and then followed her in. He glanced around the waiting room to see a dozen pairs of eyes on him. He nodded to a couple of people he knew. One guy he recognized from school, before Xander skipped some grades and graduated early. Lucas was there with his wife, who was pregnant for at least the third time. Funny how Lucas and Xander had taken such different paths and still wound up right here at the same time.

“Hey,” Lucas said.

“Hey.”

Daisy turned back from the counter where she’d been checking in. A few seats were open, but not two together. Lucas’s wife shifted over one chair to make room and tugged on her husband’s arm so he’d follow. Xander sat next to Lucas, so Daisy could have the chair on the end where she’d have more room and not have a stranger’s elbow brushing her stomach.

People were still watching him and Daisy. She probably hadn’t had much chance to get to know local folks. Should he introduce her to the ones he knew? He wasn’t good with that kind of social thing. He never knew what to say. You were supposed to tell people something about each other to help them connect, but why would Daisy care if he knew someone from church or went to school with them fifteen years before?

Maybe the doctor would call them back quickly.

Lucas’s wife hissed something in a forceful whisper, but Xander didn’t catch the words. Lucas grunted back. A moment later, he turned toward Xander with a stiff smile. “Haven’t seen you in an age. Guess you’ve been running with the big dogs.”

“Busy season for the ranch.” Xander hoped Lucas wasn’t going to turn this into a pitch for some charity or business idea. Xander hadn’t much liked small talk even before the lottery win. Now people joked about getting a loan, hinted that he should donate to their kids’ school fundraiser, or outright asked for money.

Lucas leaned forward to look past Xander and nod at Daisy. “Howdy.” He leaned back and nudged Xander with his elbow. “Looks like you’ve got one sitting on the nest too.”

Uh oh. Xander hadn’t thought about how it would look if he showed up with Daisy. Now he’d better introduce her whether or not he wanted to chat with Lucas and his wife. “This is Daisy. We’re not, um, together that way. She’s helping out at the ranch. In the office, not with the livestock.”

Lucas winked at Daisy. “No, I don’t guess you’d want to be wrangling cattle right now.” He jerked a thumb toward his other side. “My wife, Sandy.”

Sandy leaned forward and stretched her arm across Lucas toward Daisy. “Charmed. How far along?”

“Thirty-four weeks.”

“Feels like about a million years, don’t it?” Sandy laughed.

Maybe Xander had been worried over nothing. Sandy might just want to meet another pregnant lady and commiserate. Should he offer to switch seats, so the women could talk more easily?

Before he decided, they called Sandy and Lucas back. Xander sagged with relief. He avoided making eye contact with anyone else until they got called back.

The appointment went well enough, although the doctor kept asking Xander questions even though Daisy gave all the answers. Finally Xander said, “Daisy is the one you need to ask about that. Pretend I’m not here.”

The doctor frowned. “You’re both responsible for the health and well-being of this child.”

“No.” Daisy’s face was red. “He’s not the father. Just a friend.”

Xander nodded, ignoring the slight sting of just a friend. He knew what she meant, and anyway, it was a privilege to be her friend.

The doctor blustered for a minute but finally got back on track and let Daisy speak for herself.

As they passed through the waiting room afterward, it seemed like the crowd had doubled and they were all staring at Xander and Daisy. It was probably his imagination though. He simply felt self-conscious being in an obstetrician’s office. He sighed in relief as they stepped out of that doctor’s office into the foyer of the building that held various medical offices.

“I’m sorry,” Daisy whispered. “I should’ve realized people would assume you were the father. Although I’m quite sure I’ve told that doctor at least twice that the father was not in the picture.”

“It’s okay.” Xander wasn’t sure what else to say. Had the doctor assumed Xander was the father but had avoided his responsibilities until now? Was that why he talked to Xander so much, to try to get him involved? Or to scold him for not knowing everything about what Daisy was going through?

It was hardly an insult to suggest he was Daisy’s husband, but Last Stand wasn’t a big town, so Xander had assumed everyone knew about the pregnant young woman who’d fled to her aunt’s house and now worked for the Tomlinsons. But Daisy didn’t leave the ranch that often, and Xander hardly ever did, except maybe to go to the tractor supply. Rhonda might be keeping her mouth shut about her unwed great-niece.

Someone popped up from a bench in the foyer and stepped in front of them. “Xander Tomlinson?” The young woman’s loud voice echoed in the empty hall.

Xander instinctively took a step back. Daisy looked from one of them to the other.

“It’s one of the billionaire bachelor brothers!” the strange woman said, as if announcing it to an audience.

Xander glanced around but didn’t see anyone else.

“Tell me, what kind of woman does it take to get one of the billionaire bachelor brothers to settle down?” She smiled coyly, one hand twisting in the short skirt of her sundress.

Xander’s mouth opened and closed. He’d been accosted by some aggressively flirtatious women since they’d won the lottery, but the attention had faded after the first few months. His brothers were all involved in serious relationships now though. Did that mean Xander would be stalked and pestered as the only brother still available?

“That’s a very rude question,” Daisy said.

The woman looked at Daisy’s belly and said slyly, “I suppose you would say so. But come on. Everyone wants to know your secret.”

“What?” Daisy looked to Xander for help.

“We should be going.” He didn’t know what was happening, but he knew he wanted out of there.

“How did you keep this quiet for so long?” the woman asked. “Obviously you’ve been together for a while.”

“Oh! No, we’re not . . . we haven’t . . .” Daisy trailed off and looked at Xander.

He felt like his body was on fire. Too bad it wasn’t, or he could burn up into ash and avoid this whole conversation.

“You’re not a couple?” The woman stepped closer to Xander and trailed her fingers down his arm. “So you are still single and on the prowl?”

“No!” Xander didn’t think he’d been on the prowl in his entire life. “I’m not—not looking for anyone.” He grabbed Daisy’s hand and scurried for the exit. He glanced back at the door to see the woman leaning over the bench where she’d originally been sitting. Good, she wasn’t following them. Or maybe she’d left a purse or something and had to grab it. That would give them time to escape, if Daisy could squeeze into the car quickly enough.

He shuffled from foot to foot, holding the door while she lowered herself and got settled. When she had her seat belt on, he checked that no stray fingers or hair were near the doorframe and closed the door. He got around to his side and slid in as the woman came out of the medical offices.

Daisy frowned, looking back toward the woman as they drove away. “That was weird. It was like she was waiting for you.”

“How would she know I was going to be there? You only asked me yesterday.”

“I didn’t tell anyone. I mean, except Auntie Rhonda, and I don’t know why she’d tell anyone, let alone a stranger. I guess you’ve gotten a lot of attention since the lottery. Carly and Mallory told me some stories.”

“Yeah.” When they paused at a stop sign, Xander wiped sweat off his forehead. “My brothers had it worse. TC and Cody are more outgoing. They did the public stuff as much as possible, when we had to do it at all. We didn’t realize winning the lottery would make us famous. Not that we ever thought we’d win in the first place. But people expected us to act completely different, like we’d want to sell the ranch and spend all our time partying or something.”

Daisy’s eyes danced with amusement. “Sure, I can imagine you flashing your money around to get the babes.”

He gave a weak chuckle. “Sorry about all that back there. I should’ve set her straight, but she took me off guard. I didn’t mean to imply that we’re dating.”

“Did you?” She frowned over that for a moment. “It all happened so fast. But I guess she did see us holding hands.”

“Yeah.” His hand tightened on the steering wheel. He still felt the echo of Daisy’s grip. “Cody and Mallory pretended to be dating for a while, so women would leave him alone. I can see why they did it.”

Daisy actually laughed. “And now you’ve one upped them, pretending you not only have a girlfriend but she’s pregnant! I’m sure she looked at me and wondered how I was ever pretty enough to get a billionaire bachelor brother, what with the acne and stringy hair and body of a bear ready for hibernation.”

He glanced over at her. “You look beautiful.”

She chuckled some more. “You’ve learned one lesson well. Be nice to the pregnant girl or face the wrath of her hormones. Don’t worry about that woman assuming whatever she assumed. I’m pretty sure I got the better end of the deal, if she thought we were a couple. And if it keeps her from bothering you . . .” She shrugged. “No harm done.”

“I guess so.” He hoped so. He had a nagging feeling that he’d missed something important. Maybe it was just his guilt over fibbing. But even Mama had admitted it might be permissible to tell some little white lies to protect the privacy and safety of the family. But Daisy was the one he should be protecting. Would it help her or hurt her if people thought she had joined the Tomlinson family?

His mind caught up with what else Daisy had said. “And that other stuff is nonsense. Any man would be proud to be seen with you.”

“Aw!” She sniffled. “Careful or now you’re going to get my pregnancy hormones crying all over you.”

“I’ve had a lot worse than tears all over me,” he said without thinking.

“Oh, right, I saw what y’all do for that pregnancy checking of the cows.” She grimaced theatrically. “I’m sure glad it’s not like that for people!”

He wasn’t sure whether to laugh or hide his face. He kept his gaze on the road as they headed out of town. Some ten minutes later, the ranch house appeared in the distance.

“It looks like work is going well on that little guesthouse,” Daisy said. “At first I thought y’all were building a big storage shed, but now it looks like an actual house.”

Mama had taken Xander’s renovation suggestion a huge step further. They were building a cottage next to their own house. They hadn’t told Daisy yet that it would be for her and the baby. They were keeping that as a surprise.

“Yeah, I think it will be nice. Has Mama asked you to help pick out the paint colors and stuff for the inside?”

“We’ve talked about it some, and we’re going to spend an afternoon later this week nailing down the details. It’s going to be adorable! Your guests are lucky.” She gave a brief touch to his arm. “Of course, I know that.”

“You’re not a guest. You’re an employee.” Whoops, did that sound like he was trying to put her in her place? He just didn’t want her to figure out their plans for the little cottage yet. “More than an employee. You’re like family.”

She gave a long, slow sigh. He studied her face for a second. She looked happy, so maybe it was a good sigh.

“Family.” Her hand stroked her belly. “I’m looking forward to building my own family. Me and the kid and all of you, I hope, for as long as I’m useful.”

“You don’t have to be useful.”

She shot him a look. “I am an employee. I’m never going to give y’all a reason to regret giving me the job. I don’t want to only pretend I’m working, because you did a favor for Auntie Rhonda or wanted to help someone in need.”

“I guess I understand that. Nobody wants to be a burden.” Not that she could be, ever, but she seemed to get satisfaction from work.

“Is that why you keep working, even though you’re rich enough you don’t have to?”

He couldn’t quite get his mind around the question. “What else would I do?”

“Oh, I don’t know, not work? Lots of people would make that choice.”

He slowed at the turnoff for their ranch. Green hills, golden fields, blue skies above—he felt the tension that came from even a trip to Last Stand drift away. “It’s not like I’m going to throw fancy parties or even go to them. Or, I don’t know, buy a yacht? I like fishing okay, but I can do that at the lake or in the river. And who would want to be on vacation all the time? I like keeping busy.”

She touched his arm again. “Me too. Remember that the next time you’re tempted to tell me to take it easy.”

He chuckled and stopped by the shelter they’d built for the guard. He’d thought maybe they didn’t need a guard anymore, now that the initial fuss had died down, but the strange woman today made him glad they still had security. In any case, it was a good job for local ranch hands who needed time to recover from injuries before they went back to heavier labor.

Herman dashed out and waved, so Xander lowered his window.

“Good, you’re back,” Herman said. “We got another drop-off.”

Xander’s heart sank. “What this time?”

“Box of kittens. They don’t look so good.” Herman ducked back into the shelter and came out holding a cardboard box. The three kittens were young and had obvious eye infections.

Xander winced. He hoped Daisy couldn’t see the state the kittens were in. “Let me drop off Daisy, and I’ll come back for them and take them straight to the vet. Can you call and let them know I’m coming?”

“Sure thing.” Herman ducked and nodded to Daisy. “Ma’am. Nice to see you.”

“You, too. Xander, if you need to hurry to the vet, I can go along, or you can drop me off here. I can walk to the house.”

He already had the car moving. “It’ll only take a minute. You rest—sorry, you get back to work.” He winked, trying to keep things light. “Tell Mama what I’m doing.” He pulled up at the house and got out so he could go around and open her door.

She was already hoisting herself from the car. “You get going and take care of those babies!”

“I will. See you tonight.” He hoped he’d be able to bring good news back to her.


Chapter Nine


Daisy waited up for Xander, or at least she intended to. The door opening woke her from a doze, and she pushed herself upright on the couch, dislodging the calico cat that had crawled onto her side to join her for the nap. Daisy blinked and rubbed her eyes as the cat grumbled.

“Hello.” Xander sounded subdued, and he wasn’t carrying the box or anything else that might hold kittens. That didn’t look promising. And she had more bad news for him, unfortunately.

“Hello.” Daisy got up, pushing aside the worry. She couldn’t do anything for the kittens, but maybe she could do something for Xander. Her bladder told her she needed to pee, but she ignored its nagging. She was afraid if she took the time to go to the restroom, Xander would disappear into his room.

“Do you want some tea or cocoa? Did you even get dinner?”

“I had a sandwich. I don’t need anything.”

She took in his disheveled state, clothes wrinkled, shoulders sagging and eyelids drooping.

“I’d like some cocoa,” she said. “I might as well make two mugs if you’ll drink one.”

“Okay.” He followed her into the kitchen.

Daisy busied herself pouring milk into a pot on the stove. “Do you want to tell me about it?”

“Not really.” He leaned against the wall and rubbed his face.

“I can take it.” Anyway, if she didn’t know the truth, she’d assume the worst. “I know farm life isn’t always pretty.”

“Yeah, but it should be prettier than this. Someone dumped those kittens because they didn’t want to deal with them anymore. All they had to do was drop off the kittens sooner, here or at the vet or at the animal shelter.”

So they chose the Tomlinsons, knowing they had soft hearts and enough money to provide vet care? Or had they simply chosen a random ranch and gotten rid of a responsibility? They might have fooled themselves into believing the kittens could survive on their own as barn cats.

Daisy braced herself. “Didn’t the kittens make it?”

“One was too sick.” His voice came out raspy. “He was suffering. We had to let him go.” Xander took a moment to regain control. “The other two will probably survive. The vet had to remove one eye from each of them, because the eyes were so damaged and the infection could spread. We’re hoping to save their other eyes. Blind cats can live decent lives, but it will be easier to find adopters if they each have some sight.”

“Oh. Poor things.” Could Daisy adopt them? Could she handle a new baby and two kittens that might need extra attention?

Not anytime soon. She could hardly ask the Tomlinsons to let her bring two new cats into their home, even if she promised to take care of them. Maybe one day, when she had enough money saved up for a place of her own, and for vet care, she could think about pets.

The baby kicked. Daisy rubbed a hand against the spot, trying to convince her baby and herself that everything was all right.

“The two who are still alive will probably be okay. I just wish . . .” He trailed off.

Daisy turned to Xander and slipped her arms around him. He stiffened for a moment and then returned the hug. It was strange hugging with her big belly in the way, but he needed this, and maybe she did too.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Some people stink, and then there are people like you, who don’t. It was kind of you to take responsibility for those kittens. We should be celebrating the fact that you saved two of them.”

He didn’t say anything for a minute, simply breathed in and out. Then he drew in a huge breath and let it out in a sigh. He dropped his arms, so she stepped back.

“Thank you,” he said. “I guess I’m grateful for the two we could help.”

“You have to count the wins. There are few enough of them.”

“True.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I hope your evening was better than mine.”

She turned back to the stove. Should she answer that? He had a lot on his mind already. She got busy with the mugs and cocoa powder to give herself a moment to think. She poured a little milk in each mug and stirred vigorously to blend the cocoa powder into a paste before adding the rest of the hot milk.

In the end, it wasn’t really a choice. He’d find out eventually. She would have resented it if he’d kept the truth of the kittens from her. Xander already tended to overprotect her. If she wanted him to be honest and direct with her, she needed to do the same with him.

She picked up the mugs and led the way to the living room. They might as well be comfortable while she delivered more bad news.

They settled on the couch. The calico climbed into Xander’s lap. Maybe the cat sensed that he needed comfort. Or maybe he simply had more lap available than Daisy did these days.

“So,” she said, “you remember that woman from the medical offices today?”

“What? Oh, the one who acted so weird? I guess that was today. It feels longer ago.”

“Right. And this isn’t something you have to worry about, but it came up earlier, and I thought you should know.”

His eyes closed for a few seconds. “What?”

“Apparently she’s some kind of social media influencer, trying to become a celebrity news reporter or something. I guess TC recognized her.”

“Wait, when did TC see her?”

“In the video. The one she took of us.” Daisy took a sip of cocoa. “The one that she posted online. It had over ten thousand views a couple of hours ago. I haven’t checked since.”

For a minute, Xander simply stared at her. Finally he gave his head a little shake. “She must have had her camera set up on the bench. But how did she know—Oh. Someone in the waiting room tipped her off.” He grimaced. “I wonder if people are getting paid for hot tips about the billionaire bachelor brothers, or if they just do it for the joy of spreading gossip.”

Daisy hunched around her warm mug. “I’m sorry. I never should’ve asked you to go with me.”

“No.” He reached out and touched her shoulder, featherlight. “It’s not your fault. It’s mine. I should have thought. I’ve avoided the worst of the attention. It helps that I don’t leave the ranch much. And I’m probably not as interesting as my brothers.”

“That’s not true,” Daisy said.

His shoulders twitched, dismissing the issue. “TC is funny, and according to the gossips, he’s cute. They think Cody is brooding and sexy, and Josh is handsome and rugged or something. At that fundraising dinner, women paid to get seated with my brothers. People paid to join my table so they could pitch business ideas.” He shrugged. “It’s okay. I prefer it that way.”

He’d referred to the fundraising dinner as if she’d know what he meant. Had he recognized her after all? Or did he assume by now she’d heard all about it?

That hardly mattered. “Maybe you’re lucky that people don’t pay as much attention to you, but that doesn’t mean you’re not as . . .” Handsome, sexy, desirable. She couldn’t say any of that. “You have as much to offer as any of your brothers. As any man. In fact, you have a whole lot more to offer than most. Believe me, I have some experience in this field.”

At least that made him smile. “Thanks. I guess this is another time I should be focusing on the positive instead of all the trouble the lottery brought. Don’t get me wrong, it was a blessing, but it came with complications we didn’t expect. Sometimes I wish it had never happened, but it’s foolish to waste time thinking like that.”

“It doesn’t seem like the money did you much good.”

His eyebrows went up. “What do you mean? Josh and Carly are building a new house so they have room for a family. TC got to buy his ranch and his llamas and ostriches. He’s doing some really interesting studies about transitioning to exotic meat in order to use less land and water, and he’s putting together a marketing collective to get consumer attention. Cody came home. He’s always wanted to fly, and he found a way, but with the lottery, he was able to give up crop-dusting and buy his own plane. Now he takes families across the country to see cancer experts and delivers animals from overcrowded shelters to ones that have room. He gives free flights to kids to introduce them to the wonder of flying, and he has a few private students now who wouldn’t normally be able to pay for flight training.”

“Those are all good things,” Daisy said gently, “but what about you? What has it done for you?”

He frowned, gazing past her as if trying to see the answer written on the far wall. “Well, we got to catch up on all the things that needed to be done on the ranch, and we don’t have to worry about the bills anymore. You’ve seen the accounts. Most ranches are rich in land but poor in cash. A couple of bad years might mean the bank owns the ranch. We don’t have to worry.”

“So it’s taken away some stress.” She smiled. “Believe me, I know that’s valuable, the reduction in misery and worry. And you’re all helping other people too. That must feel good.”

He nodded. “Mama is having so much fun with the family foundation. I haven’t seen her this relaxed and happy in . . . ever, I guess.”

“We’re still mostly talking about other people. What about you? You, Xander, as an individual? Things have changed around you. Have you taken anything for yourself?”

“Um.” He looked gobsmacked. Daisy wasn’t sure what a gob was, or why you’d smack one, but she’d heard the word and it seemed to fit him now. “I don’t really want anything I don’t already have.”

She reached out to rub the calico’s head. The cat flopped on its side across Xander’s lap, purring. It was the closest Daisy could come to what she really wanted to do, which was to brush Xander’s hair back from his face and soothe him with gentle touches.

“Being happy with what you have is wonderful,” she said. “But maybe you’ve spent so long making sure everyone else has what they need that you’ve forgotten how to ask yourself what you need. You have money now, which means you can take the time to think about the question.”

He flashed her a wry smile. “You’re starting to sound like Carly. After we won the lottery, she kept asking us what we would do if we could do anything.”

“How did you answer her?”

“I didn’t. The nice thing about having three older brothers is they cause enough chaos that people forget about me. You’re right. It’s a good question. I’ll think about it.” He drank some hot cocoa. “But not tonight. I need to finish my chores and get some sleep.”

“We took care of the chickens and the outdoor rabbits. Your mama gave the bunnies in your room fresh food and water, but we didn’t know if they needed anything else.”

“Just to check how they’re doing.” He shifted the cat off his lap and stood. “I’ll take care of that and finish this cocoa in my room. Thanks. I feel better than when I got home. You should get to bed too.”

“I will. I’ll turn out the lights.” Actually, she needed quite desperately to pee. As Xander’s door closed behind him, Daisy scurried to the bathroom. With that done, she could finish her cocoa, turn out the lights, and get ready for bed.

The calico was curled up on the foot of the bed when she got back to her room. Daisy took a moment to stroke the soft back. “I wonder if he really will think about what he wants. He deserves so much happiness. I don’t think he’s unhappy, but he puts everyone else first, and I’m not sure they even notice.”

She sighed and crawled into bed, shifting around to find a comfortable position until the cat swiped at her feet through the blanket.

“All right, all right,” Daisy said. “Message received. We’ll all be able to think more clearly once we get some sleep.” She’d think of something nice to do for Xander the next day. He deserved it.


Chapter Ten


When Daisy got up the next morning, Xander was already out doing chores, because of course a late and exhausting night was no excuse to sleep in. After breakfast, Daisy and Ava lingered over tea and coffee.

“I want to do something nice for Xander.” Daisy’s face heated. She hoped Ava wouldn’t get the wrong idea. “Yesterday was hard for him,” she hurried to explain, “and he’s been so nice to me. I’d like to show my appreciation. But I’m not sure what to get someone who could buy anything he’d want for himself.”

Ava nodded slowly. “It’s tricky. Holidays have become more challenging. We can’t simply buy the thing someone said they wanted but didn’t feel he could buy for himself. We have to find something the person doesn’t even know he wants or still wouldn’t think to get for himself.” She reached over to squeeze Daisy’s hand. “Not that you have to get him anything. He wouldn’t expect it.”

“No.” He never seemed to expect anything from anyone. “But do you think he’d appreciate it? He does so much for me and the animals. All of you do, of course, but . . .” She wasn’t about to tell Xander’s mother that she thought his family took him for granted sometimes. “He had to deal with some extra stuff yesterday. I can’t make that go away, but I’d like to make him smile.”

“Of course.”’ Ava put her hand over her heart and looked a little weepy. “What have you thought of so far?”

“Well, there are practical gifts. I get the impression he sometimes finds our chatter in the office distracting. Noise canceling headphones would help. But that’s maybe a little too practical.”

The good ones were awfully expensive as well. She hated pinching pennies when considering Xander’s happiness, but she had to think of her own future.

“I found an article with suggestions for gifts for a boss,” Daisy said. “One idea was simply to decorate his desk. Streamers, some plants, a nice card, maybe some candy.” She’d tried to picture Xander’s reaction. She had a feeling he’d be embarrassed, which would make her embarrassed. “I don’t know. I could make him cookies, but between you and Bernajean over at TC’s ranch, we’re fed awfully well.”

“I’m sure he’d still enjoy the thought, the fact it came from you.”

Daisy nodded, but cookies seemed so insignificant. “I had one other idea. I wasn’t sure if it would be thoughtful or if it might come across as nagging or rude.”

Ava’s eyes opened wider. “This I have to hear.”

Daisy wrapped her hands around her mug of tea, gazing at the pale green liquid. “Well, there are companies that offer online classes in all kinds of things. Business, science, design, food, music. It’s all recorded videos, so you can go at your own pace. I thought maybe a subscription. He could browse through the class offerings and maybe he’d see something that would interest him.”

“Now that’s an idea. Xander went to college for a year, but it wasn’t a good fit. He didn’t like being so far from his family and the animals. And he was younger than most of the students, since he graduated high school early. We talked about it, Xander and his father and me, and decided he didn’t need a college degree. He’d figured out all the accounting practices already, and he’s really good at learning what he needs on his own. As long as he had a job here, or had skills he could take to another ranch, a degree didn’t mean much.”

Ava gave a rueful smile. “Besides, he knew all about our finances, so he knew we hadn’t quite recovered from the expenses of Josh and TC’s college days, and then my husband died. Xander was only seventeen, but we would’ve been lost without him. Josh and TC handled most of the ranch work, but Xander was the only one of us who really understood the accounts.”

“This online class thing wouldn’t be for a degree.” Daisy hoped Ava wasn’t getting carried away, thinking Xander should go back to college. It was hard to imagine him enjoying an in-person college experience any more now than he had before. Now he’d be a little older than most of the undergrads, and infinitely more mature. Maybe that wouldn’t be a big deal, but he was also famous as a “billionaire bachelor brother,” and he didn’t enjoy the attention.

“I just thought he might like to explore some new areas,” Daisy explained. “It seems to me the rest of you have found ways to use the lottery money to do new things, to make your lives better. But Xander . . .”

“He hasn’t figured out what he wants to be when he grows up. Or else he figured it out a long time ago, and he hasn’t found any ways he wants to change, now that he can.” Ava gave Daisy’s hand another squeeze. “I think that’s a lovely idea. Maybe he’ll find a new hobby. Maybe he’ll find an entirely new path in life. If nothing else, surely he’ll have some fun. I wish you’d let me pay for it though. It can still be a gift from you.”

“Thank you, but I can manage.” Her modest salary was fairly generous considering she didn’t have to pay for housing or food, and she didn’t even have health expenses with the pregnancy. The Tomlinsons said she was included in the family health plan as an employee. The doctors and doula insisted everything was covered. No co-pays even. Daisy had a sneaking suspicion that meant extra costs were being paid by the Tomlinsons, but she didn’t ask. She was afraid to find out the answer and maybe feel like she ought to pay back the money.

She didn’t want to be trapped again, with no job, minimal savings, and few places to go. William had paid her just enough that she could survive month to month. Since she’d been young and didn’t have a degree or much job experience, she’d been grateful for the opportunity. Besides, she had little idea of what other administrative assistants made. Now she wondered if her low salary was part of William’s plan to keep her dependent on him.

She shook away the thought. She didn’t want to give William any more rent-free space in her head.

If she got Xander an unlimited subscription to the site she wanted, it would take a chunk out of her savings, but it was worth it if it helped him figure out what he wanted or how to enjoy life more. Or even if it simply made him smile.

“I’ll do that,” she said. “Thanks for the advice.”

A loud rat-a-tat-tat knock came at the front door.

“Goodness.” Ava pushed her chair back. “That sounds like Rhonda.”

Daisy jolted. She wasn’t expecting her great-aunt, and it didn’t sound like Ava was either. She hoped it wasn’t bad news. The problem with blocking all calls from her family was that Daisy wouldn’t know if anything happened to them, unless Rhonda found out and told her.

On the other hand, it seemed much more likely Auntie Rhonda had heard about how Daisy had become a minor celebrity due to her foolishness in thinking it would be nice to have a kind, intelligent friend accompany her to the doctor’s office.

Daisy stood as Ava answered the door, torn between wanting to flee to the office so she didn’t have to deal with her great-aunt, and needing to know what had brought Rhonda here unexpectedly.

Rhonda swept in. “There you are, girl!” Rhonda pulled her into a hug that almost knocked Daisy off-balance. “Now I want you to tell me all about it.”

Daisy extricated herself. “About what?”

“Yesterday, of course! The doctor’s office. Half of Last Stand must have seen you there with Xander.”

Daisy felt a sharp pain in her belly. Could she claim it was a contraction and she had to rush to the hospital?

No. That would merely send Auntie Rhonda and Ava into a panic. Daisy had a couple of weeks left, and the doctor had said everything was on schedule. In any case, with the doula, she was hoping not to need the hospital.

She tried to act casual. “I’m sure that’s an exaggeration. We didn’t see more than a dozen people in the waiting room. Although clearly some of them were expert gossips. And you knew Xander was going to take me to the appointment. I told you.”

“Yes, but I didn’t know he was going to leave there holding your hand! I tell y’all, I’m cooking on a front burner today.” She grinned.

Daisy avoided looking at Ava. “Don’t read anything into that. This strange woman was waiting for us when we came out. She asked awkward questions, and we wanted to get out of there fast. He was merely trying to help me, since I’m so slow these days.”

“Yes, I saw the video,” Rhonda said.

Of course she had. Probably all of Last Stand, most of the state, and a good portion of the country had. Probably people in China and Egypt were speculating about the youngest billionaire bachelor’s pregnant girlfriend. Daisy wished she had a cold drink to counteract the heat washing over her. Or simply a bucket of ice water she could dump over herself.

“It’s a shame people don’t have better things to do with their time than gossip,” Ava said.

Rhonda ignored the hint. “Well, maybe it got Xander thinking along those lines. The boy needs a nudge, if you ask me.”

“That’s why one asks you,” Daisy muttered, glancing toward the back door to make sure Xander hadn’t come into the mudroom.

Rhonda gave her a chilly look. “No need to get snooty. I’m just saying, Xander ought to see a good thing when it’s shoved under his nose. He might be smart as a hooty owl with numbers, but when it comes to women, he don’t know ‘come here’ from ‘sic ’em.’ I’m simply glad to hear you two are getting along and everything is working out.”

“Yes. We are all getting along fine, and the job is working out perfectly.” Daisy grabbed a napkin and patted her forehead. “Speaking of which, I should get back to my work, since that’s the reason I’m here.”

“She’s an excellent employee.” Ava winked at Daisy. “You go ahead, dear. I’ll visit with Rhonda a bit.”

Daisy fled. In the office, she checked messages and found a dozen calls from reporters. Oof. Maybe they ought to issue a press release or something. She tried to imagine a headline: Unwed Mother Not Billionaire Bachelor’s Fault.

She deleted the messages, bought the subscription she wanted for Xander, and printed it as a coupon. Funny, she would’ve been able to pay for it out of the Tomlinson accounts, and likely no one would have noticed the relatively small expense. It was shocking how trusting they were. Good thing they hadn’t been stuck with an employee who would take advantage like that.

Not that they’d miss the money, but Daisy wanted this to be a gift from her. She wanted it to mean something. She wanted Xander to know how much she appreciated his kindness, and that she saw him as more than the boss who signed her paychecks or a rich guy who could make her life easier.

Maybe she didn’t want him to see exactly how she was coming to feel about him. But that was probably safe. He would never imagine the pregnant girl was crushing on him hard. Unless of course Auntie Rhonda told him, and Daisy wouldn’t put it past her. But so far, Xander always managed to be somewhere else when Rhonda visited. Daisy could hardly blame him. Good thing he’d never met the rest of her family. If he ever did think of her romantically, which of course he wouldn’t, her family would be enough to send him running. He’d never think of her as more than an employee.

She paused a moment to let that thought sink in. Her parents were fairly awful. She’d been so ashamed, felt so guilty for letting them down. But the Tomlinsons never treated her like she should be ashamed. Carly had had some choice words to say about William when they went over the legal possibilities. She clearly saw Daisy as a victim, which wasn’t exactly flattering, but it was better than seeing her as a tramp who had made her bed and had to lie in it. William had abused his power as her employer and coerced her into unprotected sex, and then he got to be the hero because he deigned to marry her?

She let the anger washed over her. Then she tried to let it go. Anger didn’t serve her or the baby.

She was darn lucky to have landed where she did. She’d appreciate it and try to stop thinking about how cute Xander was. He was nice and thoughtful, which were the important qualities in a boss. He’d probably be horrified to know that she sometimes fantasized about cuddling up with him on the couch. That was probably only her hormones talking anyway. Part of her desire to nest.

She put the coupon in an envelope which she decorated with colored markers. She wrote Thank You in fancy letters and added some little flowers and butterflies. Then she threw away the envelope, because it was starting to look like a page out of a junior high girl’s diary. She decorated a new envelope with simply the words.

She left it on his desk and got back to work.


Chapter Eleven


Xander paused outside the office building. Carly had forwarded a link to an online gossip site that had a photo of Xander and Daisy. Daisy always greeted each day with a smile. Xander didn’t want to bring her down, but the site even had her name. He had to tell her. Yesterday had been hard enough, and now this.

It still hurt that he couldn’t save the kitten. It hurt that people neglected animals like that. When people had to put down a pet that was suffering and couldn’t be cured, it was one of the most loving things the owner could do. Neglect and abuse were entirely different. He lived on a ranch that raised cattle for beef, so he couldn’t claim he’d never harmed an animal, but those animals wouldn’t even exist if people didn’t raise them as food. His family worked hard to ensure all their animals lived out the time they had in good health. They had the freedom to roam the fields and forests, and they had extra food in winter and medical care when they needed it. Despite all that, sometimes they lost an animal to injury or disease. It hurt every time.

It also hurt that gossips saw a sweet, generous young woman like Daisy and tried to turn her story into something tawdry.

Daisy had made a good point the night before, about celebrating the positive instead of focusing on the negative. He forced his face into a smile and walked into the building.

Daisy swung around. “Good morning!”

Simply seeing her bright smile made his feel more natural. “Hello. Did I see your aunt Rhonda’s car drive up?”

“Yes, so you’ll want to avoid the house for a while. Let me get you coffee.”

“You don’t have to.” But he must be moving slowly, because she bustled over to the kitchenette ahead of him. She poured him a mug and added a splash of cream, the way he liked it. “Thanks.” He leaned against the counter and took a sip.

“How are you feeling this morning?” Daisy asked. “You had a late night.”

He shrugged. “Nothing unusual about that. I’ll survive.”

She touched his arm. “You ought to do more than survive.”

He couldn’t think of an answer at that moment, so he drank some coffee. Maybe it would wake up his brain.

Daisy fidgeted, shuffling from foot to foot. She turned to tidy the items on the counter, which appeared to be in perfect order already. More nesting behavior? Or was she feeling physically uncomfortable? She’d learned how to turn sideways to reach things at the back of the counter, and to use the sturdy footstool if she needed to get into a cupboard, because it put her belly above counter height. She never complained, but it couldn’t be easy, dealing with so many changes to her body.

“I’m sorry about yesterday,” he said.

“Nothing that happened yesterday was your fault.” She looked at him sideways. “Anyway, I’ll survive.”

He huffed out a laugh. “Better than survive, I hope.”

She turned toward him. “Oh, Xander, I am sorry you had to deal with those kittens last night. It’s not fair that everyone dumps their problems on you.”

“It’s hardly everyone. City folks drop off animals in the country once in a while . . .” He trailed off, because Daisy was hugging him. They’d known each other for a couple of months, had worked in the same small office, lived across the hall and shared a bathroom. Still, they didn’t touch very often. This was the second time she’d hugged him in two days. He hoped it wasn’t becoming a habit. He wasn’t sure he could survive it.

He leaned into the hug, trying to take it for what it was, a friend offering comfort. She couldn’t know how it affected him to feel her warmth, her softness, her hair tickling his cheek. The scent of her wrapped around him: honey and orange blossoms, he knew from seeing her shampoo bottle. Her breasts pressed against his chest, because that’s what happened when you hugged someone, but he didn’t usually notice it with other women who hugged him, since they were pretty much all related or as good as.

He pulled away. She’d be mortified if she knew he was thinking about her breasts. He was her employer. She’d already been treated poorly by her previous employer. He wanted her to feel absolutely safe and comfortable in their office and at their ranch. She’d probably quit if she suspected how he really felt, if he told her he thought she was beautiful and kind and wonderful, and that he couldn’t stop thinking about kissing her, no matter how hard he tried.

Even if he promised to leave her alone, swore he would never expect or ask for any favors, even if he kept his hands to himself and his thoughts off his face, she might never be comfortable in his presence again. He wouldn’t do that to her. She needed a refuge and a friend, not some creep lusting after her when she was about to give birth.

He cast around for another topic of conversation. Anything. What came out of his mouth was, “So, that video yesterday.” He winced. Bringing up the gossip probably wasn’t the best way to remind either of them that he was Daisy’s boss and friend, and nothing more.

“Yeah.” She ducked her head and turned toward her desk. “We’ve had a lot of phone calls actually. Reporters wanting to know the deal.”

“What deal?”

She leaned one hip against the edge of her desk, her cheeks pink. “Who’s the girl you’re with, and are you the father of her baby?”

Xander’s mouth dropped open. Of course people would think that and not hesitate to say it. The article he’d seen hadn’t gone so far as claiming he was the baby’s father, but thinking back, it had definitely been implying something in its questions. But he’d been trying so hard not to think about her that way. Besides, surely everyone in Last Stand knew Daisy had only come to town in June. He figured the questions were about their relationship now, not whether they’d had a relationship then. Sometimes Xander forgot there was a world beyond Last Stand.

He cleared his throat. “Oh. You know about that. The gossip.”

Daisy put away the two mugs in the dish drain. “I thought you might want to issue a press release. Make it clear that you were escorting one of your employees to her doctor. You can tell them I’m an unwed mother who you were helping out of charity, if you think it will help.” The flush had spread down her neck to the creamy skin showing above her scooped top.

He dragged his gaze back up to her face. “I’m not going to say something like that.”

“Why not? It’s basically true.”

“It isn’t.”

“Come on.” She crossed her arms, which pushed her breasts up more. “Can you honestly say that when you first met me, you didn’t think your mother was hiring me as a favor to Rhonda, and I would be completely useless?”

He hesitated, trying to find words, trying to keep his gaze on her face and not let it drop to her cleavage.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “I hope I’ve proved otherwise by now. But it’s still my fault the gossips have ammunition about you. Granted, I’m sure every last person in Last Stand knows all about me by this point, but the rest of the world probably doesn’t. Yet.”

He rubbed his forehead. “What do you mean it’s your fault? None of this is your fault. You wouldn’t have been exposed to that gossip or that woman taking the video if it weren’t for me. My family’s fame. I’m sorry. I wish . . .”

He didn’t know what he wished. He couldn’t wish away the money, and he wouldn’t wish away the time he spent with her, which wouldn’t have happened without the money to hire her. He didn’t even wish he hadn’t gone to the doctor’s office with her, because some of that had been great. He’d been able to imagine doing that kind of thing with a wife someday. Maybe he’d even let himself fantasize for a moment or two that he and Daisy were a couple, looking forward to their own baby.

He might wish he could make all her problems go away, but no amount of money could do that, even if she’d let him try.

She met his gaze and smiled. “Well, I’m sorry I put you in that position, and you’re sorry you put me in that position, so I guess we’re even.”

“Okay.” What next? He was tired, and nothing this day had gone as he’d expected. “You can ask Carly to issue a statement on behalf of the family. She’ll know how to word it. I wish we could leave you out of it, but I’m afraid at least one source already has your name.”

She made a face. “Oh. Well, it’s not like anybody’s heard of me before.” She glanced at his desk. “Do you have a lot of work today?”

“I have a call scheduled with the geologist who is coming out to do a survey.”

“Oh?” She grinned and latched onto the change of subject. “Are you hoping to find minerals on your land?”

“No. Wind. Well, obviously we have wind. It’s right there in the air.” He made a circling motion with his hand, feeling foolish. “We want to map the underground water so we can put in a couple of windmills to pump water and provide electricity for the ranch. That will make us more self-sufficient. With more of these big weather events every decade, it’s risky depending on the normal infrastructure. We’re also going to discuss the placement of additional wind turbines for energy generation. We can sell the electricity back to the grid.”

Daisy frowned. “I know some ranchers make money that way, but surely you don’t have to worry about that anymore.”

“It’s an investment in the future. Fossil fuels are getting harder to find and more expensive to extract, especially if we don’t want to depend on foreign supplies. Wind energy is a good fit for Texas. The problem is, wind turbines can kill bats and birds. You can mitigate that somewhat by proper placement and design. Avoid major migration routes. Turn the turbines off at night when bats are most active, which is also when wind speeds are lower.”

She probably wasn’t interested in all that. Just because he’d learned about something in-depth didn’t mean other people wanted to hear it. He gave an awkward shrug. “We can afford the best technology now, so if we position things properly, we can do more good than harm.”

She studied him. “That sounds like something you’re passionate about.”

“Oh? I guess. We have to think about the future. Every form of energy production has an environmental cost, but we can work toward the best compromise.”

“I know you care about animals. I didn’t realize your interest in energy. I’ve heard TC talk about how his exotic animals can provide meat using less land and water.”

“Everyone has heard him.”

She gave a little snort of amusement. “Right. So is this your passion? Wind energy?”

“It’s just sensible. Practical. I’ve been trying to figure out how to include energy production on the ranch for a long time. Now we can afford to do it right.”

“Okay.” A dimple flashed in her cheek when she smiled. It was adorable. “But you must be passionate about something.”

He felt short of breath. Passionate? Surely he hadn’t let her see that. “Really? Why?”

She laughed. “Okay. Maybe not passionate. Maybe that’s the wrong word, if you’re used to being practical and sensible. I know you’ve been managing the family accounts practically since you were a kid. But you must have something that gets you excited, or interested at least, not because it needs to be done or it’s sensible, but just because you like it.”

Whew. She meant that kind of passion, not his feelings for her. “The animals, of course. They make me happy.” And you. The words came unbidden to his mind, but he kept them inside. “Why does it matter? I’m happy enough.”

As happy as he could be when the one woman he’d ever wanted was physically in reach but completely out of his reach in practical terms.

“Oh. Well.” She fidgeted, plucking at the scooped neck of her top as if she felt too warm.

He’d already told her she could adjust the thermostat whenever she needed. He resisted the urge to mention it again.

“You might not appreciate my gift so much then,” she said.

“Gift?” He blinked and glanced around. “What gift?”

She crossed to his desk and picked up an envelope. He met her halfway to take it. It said Thank you on the outside in fancy, calligraphy style letters. He smiled and rubbed a thumb over the envelope. “What’s this for?”

“For everything. For all that you’ve done for me.”

He looked up at her. “I haven’t done anything. Mama gave you the job. I’m glad, of course. Like you thought, I figured at first it was a way to give you some charity, but it wasn’t a favor. You’re a good worker.”

At least he didn’t have to worry about her thinking he was making romantic overtures when he said sweet nothings like that.

“I’ve had other bosses. Not many, granted, but I’ve heard enough stories to know they’re not all like you.” She rubbed her belly. “Most people wouldn’t even hire me because I was pregnant. You gave me a job and haven’t once hinted that I’d probably just leave once the baby comes, or give up a career to have more babies.”

“Oh. Would you?” The office would be drab without her.

She chuckled. “I don’t have anyone to have another baby with. In any case, I expect this one will keep me busy for a while. But I want to keep working. Of course I want to spend lots of time with the baby once he’s born.” She patted her stomach. “And I’m spending all my time with him now. But I still need a job. I want a job. You don’t know how important it is for me to stand on my own two feet, even if they are swollen at the moment. I need to know I can take care of myself and my baby. I want to earn money and build skills so I can stay employed for as long as I need.”

“You can stay here as long as you want.” Wait, did that sound flirty? “Um, at the job.” Now did it sound like he wanted her out of the house? “We’re all very happy with how things are right now.”

She bit her lip. “I wasn’t trying to hint or manipulate you into thinking you can never let me go.”

“Of course not!” He wouldn’t let her go unless she asked to leave. He should probably keep that thought inside too. “Like I said, you’re a great employee.” His gut burned at the mediocre compliment, so much less than what he really wanted to say. “I know Mama enjoys having another woman in the house too.”

“That’s another thing y’all have done for me that hardly anyone would do. Since I’m living right here, it’ll be easy to look after the baby and keep working.” Her lips twitched. “Well, maybe not easy. But I don’t have to make the choice between daycare and losing my job.”

“To be honest, you’ll probably have a hard time getting the baby away from Mama most days. I’ll help too. I want to. You know I like . . .” Baby animals probably sounded wrong. “Taking care of things.”

“I know.” Oof, that dimple slayed him. She waved a hand. “Open the envelope.”

He pulled out a card printed from the computer. “Online classes?”

“Not because you need to learn anything.” Her words tumbled over each other. “I’m not trying to force you back to school or anything like that. I just thought it might be fun for you to explore some different areas. They have all kinds of things. Here, I’ll bring up the website. See, they have food, design, science stuff, music, writing, and even crafts. You could take a class in, I don’t know, medieval art or African history or leather carving. Anything you want, just for fun.”

“Fun.”

The dimple flashed again. “Yes. You do know about fun, right?”

He drew himself up in mock outrage. “I know about fun. Me and the rabbits, we party every night.”

She giggled.

He took a step toward her. “Thank you.” He wanted to touch her, give her another hug, something—only to show his appreciation for the gift, nothing more. But he didn’t want to make a wrong move.

“You’re welcome.” She closed the distance between them and stretched up to kiss his cheek. “I hope you enjoy it, and I hope you’ll tell me what you decide to do with it, if anything. But it’s a gift, to do with as you want, so don’t feel pressured.”

He gulped and nodded, unable to speak. He wanted to press his fingers over the place she’d kissed, but that would be too obvious. “I’m sure it will be great. I can’t wait to try it. Um.”

Work. They were supposed to be working, or something. Surely, he had things to do. He searched his memory. “Oh, TC invited us over Saturday. He thought you might like to see the new batch of ostrich babies, and there’s a baby llama too.”

She clasped her hands together. “I would love to! All y’all are the absolute best.”

They smiled awkwardly at each other. At least it felt awkward to Xander. Daisy seemed able to smile at anything. Then she ducked her head and turned toward her desk, and he sat down at his computer and tried to focus on anything other than Daisy.


Chapter Twelve


Daisy cuddled the two kittens Xander had brought back from the vet once their health was stable. They were each missing an eye, with the skin sewed closed over the eye socket. It looked a bit gruesome with the stitches, but once the fur grew back they’d simply look like they were winking. In any case, they were adorable, tiny and scruffy and mewing dramatically. Daisy loved them with all her heart.

“We need names for them,” Ava said. “Winky and Blinky?”

Daisy pouted. “Do we have to define them by their disability? Granted, the missing eyes will make them extra cute, but it still seems rude.”

Ava gestured toward the old calico cat that had taken one look at the kittens, hissed in disgust, and jumped up on a high cabinet. “You’re talking to the family that named a calico cat Calico. That was Xander, by the way. He was only nine then and thought it was a pretty word, but still. If he’s hoping to find other homes for these kittens, he’ll figure there’s no point in finding great names, because the future owners will change them anyway. Leave it to him and they’ll be called One and Two, or more likely Alpha and Beta.”

“Hmm.” So great names might help convince Xander to keep the kittens? He’d found funny names for the rabbits, often a twist on the name of a famous scientist, like Charles Darbun, or based on science or math terms. One of them was just named X, which Daisy had thought a bit dull until he explained that it was x as in multiply, because she’d had a litter of fourteen kits.

Daisy didn’t think she knew any brilliant science terms, but maybe she could come up with something from accounting. Insert Function? Auto Sum?

Maybe not.

“Let me look up some math terms.” Daisy did a quick search. Some terms were too long, and some had other meanings, such as slope and root, that would simply seem weird with a kitten. “How about Matrix and Prime?”

“Not bad,” Ava said. “I don’t recall using those before. They sound more like movie or superhero comic names.”

“I thought about Irrational and Chaos, but we don’t want to give the kittens any ideas.” Irrational chaos fit the two pretty well, at the moment. They were constantly moving and adorably clumsy.

“Matrix and Prime work for now,” Ava said. “Whoever adopts them will have the final say.”

Daisy scooped up the kittens and held them under her chin, facing Ava. “How could you let these cute little faces go?” Daisy opened her eyes wide as the kittens wriggled in her hands.

Ava laughed. “Well, I wouldn’t mind having a couple of kittens, but Calico might have other ideas. For some reason, she’s tolerant of pretty much any animal except other cats. We’d planned to wait until she was gone to get any more inside cats.”

“Oh.” Daisy leaned back on the sofa, plopping the kittens on her belly and tickling them. “I guess I’ll have to get my kitten cuddles in while they’re here.”

“You have a few weeks,” Ava said. “I know Xander won’t want to release them until they’re through their medicine regimen and he’s confident they’re healthy. Probably not until they’re fixed, and that will be at least another month.”

Maybe Calico would get used to the kittens by then, and they could stay. Would Daisy’s son get to grow up with these kittens, become friends with them? It was a sweet thought.

Xander came through the back door. “Should we head over to TC’s?”

“Oh. I suppose so.” Daisy handed him the kittens and shifted in preparation of rising.

“You don’t have to go,” Xander said.

“No, I want to. Hold on.” She wriggled her rear forward, put a hand on each knee, and pushed herself up. “It just takes a little while to get this ship changing direction. Give me a minute to grab my bag and pee for the seventy-fifth time today.”

“Take as long as you need,” Ava said. “I have to grab the coffee cake, and Xander needs to get the kittens settled.”

TC’s ranch was close enough that the family sometimes rode horses over or even walked, but Daisy wasn’t about to attempt either of those activities. They took the truck, which meant Daisy had to haul herself up into it with Xander posed like a football receiver behind her, ready to catch if she toppled back out. It was still better than trying to squeeze into her little car.

Less than five minutes later, she had to get herself back out again. Xander stood in the open truck doorway and offered his hands. She grabbed both his hands and made it to the ground. She’d probably be better off grabbing the doorframe and door, but that wouldn’t give her a chance to touch Xander. “Thanks.” She smiled up at him.

“Any time.” For a moment it seemed like he might say more. Then he backed away.

TC’s fiancé, Hallie, led Daisy to the nursery barn. Soon the two of them were surrounded by a crowd of fluffy feather dusters on long legs. Daisy had been invited to TC’s ranch quite a few times in the weeks she’d been living with the Tomlinsons, but between being busy with work, and tired, and needing to spend some time with Auntie Rhonda, and simply not having the energy for crowds or new people, she’d only visited twice before. She’d seen the ostriches as rowdy teenagers and as eggs in incubators, but she hadn’t seen them at this age.

They talked about Daisy’s pregnancy, the new kittens, and the much larger cats and other beasts at the wild animal rescue Hallie and her aunt ran.

“How are you enjoying ranch life?” Hallie asked.

“Well, it’s not like I’ve been riding the fences or wrangling cattle. I’m mostly in the office or at the house. The Tomlinsons are great, though, and I like having animals around. You’re pretty new to ranch life too, right?”

Hallie grinned as she nodded. “As far as I’m concerned, the more animals the merrier. And I love being able to actually handle the livestock. That’s somewhat limited with mountain lions and bears.”

“I should hope so!” Daisy couldn’t imagine it. So far the Tomlinson brothers had chosen women who were smart and tough. They were all a few years older than Daisy and seemed confident and settled. Daisy felt a little intimidated by all of them. Maybe more than a little, in some cases.

Carly and Mallory joined them. “The guys are deep in conversation about bison and cattle,” Mallory said. “At least I assume they’re still talking about that. They lost me after the first minute. We’re planning to play cornhole later.” She pointed at Hallie. “Time for a rematch.”

“Sure.” Hallie turned to Daisy and said in a stage whisper, “TC and I always win, even though my aim is terrible.”

“That’s because Mallory and Cody spend more time messing each other up than focusing on the game,” Carly said.

“Everyone should have a hobby. Let’s get some beer. And sweet tea for the pregnant lady.” Mallory eyed Daisy’s belly. “Are you sure you’re not supposed to be home in bed? You look ready to pop.”

“Forgive my cousin,” Hallie said. “She’s a high school teacher, so she has the manners of a teenager. Or maybe a hung-over badger.”

Daisy liked Mallory’s outrageous comments because they made Daisy feel like she could say anything and wouldn’t shock them. She wondered if Mallory did it on purpose.

“I have two weeks left.” Daisy rubbed her belly where the baby was apparently practicing to be a future soccer star. “Although I have to admit I’m at the point where I’d be happy to be early.”

“Then you’ll just have to deal with a fussy baby outside the womb,” Mallory said.

“Mallory’s maternal instinct is atrocious,” Hallie said.

“It is not!” Mallory looked offended. “It’s completely missing.”

Hallie rolled her eyes. “She’s good with teenagers though. It’s her one redeeming quality.”

They got drinks and joined the guys, laughing and talking. Daisy wished she’d remembered her big floppy hat. It was early November, but still in the seventies, which was plenty warm for Daisy while she was carrying around an extra thirty pounds.

Xander moved next to Daisy. “Do you want to see the baby llama?”

Her squeal probably got the attention of every dog in a five-mile radius. “You know I do.”

He led the way, and they gazed at a fluffy beige llama frolicking—there was no other word for it—around the pen, while its much larger and sterner looking mother placidly chewed, her lower jaw sliding side to side.

Daisy gave a happy sigh. “I’d want to see ostrich and llama babies anyway, but it’s especially comforting now to be reminded that every species gives birth and mostly they do it without help from doctors or hospitals, or even the fathers.” She narrowed her gaze at Xander. “And while I’m sure you have many stories to contradict that, I don’t need to hear them.”

His mouth opened and closed a couple of times. Finally he said, “I’m sure you’ll be fine. And we’ll be here for you if—whatever happens.”

“An acceptable answer.” She tucked her arm through his for the pleasure of touching him. He’d probably assume she needed support and wouldn’t guess at the real reason.

They walked along the fence, looking at the other llamas. Xander paused to study one. “That doesn’t look good.” He made a clucking sound. A couple of llamas looked at him. Xander kept his gaze on a chocolate-colored one as if transmitting his message telepathically. Eventually the llama got curious enough to come closer and stick its head over the fence. Xander guided it along the fence a few feet so the llama turned sideways, giving Xander access to its long neck. It had a lump the size of a fist above its shoulder. Xander touched it gently. “That looks like an abscess. It needs to be punctured and drained.”

“Oh, poor thing.” Daisy reached toward the llama’s head to pet it just as Xander prodded the lump more vigorously.

The llama swung his head around toward Daisy and snorted. She jerked back with a gasp.

“Watch out!” Xander yelped.

Then she was falling, falling, and it seemed to take forever. She was going down sideways, and what would happen if she landed on her belly?

Arms went around her and gently let her down the last few inches to the ground. Xander’s breathing came rapidly by her ear. “Careful. Sorry. Too late for that. I should’ve warned you.”

Daisy gulped and found her voice. “No, I should have been more careful.” She gasped for breath. It felt like she’d been running. She sat sprawled on one hip. Her left shoulder and upper back leaned against his warm chest. He helped her sit up more. Her legs stuck out in front of her. She shouldn’t have worn a dress. They were easier to get in and out of, and faster when she needed to pee, but definitely undignified when sitting on the ground. “You did warn me last time that llamas could be unpredictable, and that one was injured. I shouldn’t have tried to touch it.”

“Nobody’s fault. Are you all right?”

“I think so. Oof.” She massaged the side of her belly.

“A contraction?”

“No. Just the baby kicking. I’m not hurt.”

“You’re trembling.”

“Yeah. Well.” His arms were still around her, and she wasn’t sure if that was comforting or making her nerves worse.

Other people were coming closer. Ava was almost jogging.

“I’d better get up before they have an ambulance and the entire Last Stand emergency response crew here.” She shifted onto her knees, Xander’s arms a steadying presence.

“No, no, don’t get up.” Ava put her hand on Daisy’s shoulder. “Make sure you’re all right.”

“I’m fine. Xander caught me.” It sounded ridiculously romantic, but probably—hopefully—only to her. “It was my own fault for getting too close to—what’s that brown one’s name?”

TC joined them. “That’s Llamageddon. He’s kind of a jerk at the best of times.” He and Xander hoisted Daisy to her feet.

“I’ll take her inside to sit for a while,” Ava said.

Daisy let go of Xander reluctantly. Ava led her back toward the house while the brothers discussed what needed to be done for the llama.

“This is why I don’t like to go anywhere,” Daisy said as they walked past the other guests. “I’m so big and clumsy, I’m sure to do something foolish, and I don’t need to do it in front of an audience.”

“Oh, sweetie, you can be as foolish as you want in front of us.”

Daisy laughed.

“Well, maybe you don’t want to be foolish at all,” Ava admitted. “I’ve been through pregnancy four times, and I guarantee I know what it’s like to feel enormous and awkward and ridiculous. Carly and Hallie are observing your pregnancy with great interest, because they want to learn from your experiences.”

“You mean what not to do?”

“I’m sure they’ll come up with plenty of their own mistakes.” Ava winked. “They don’t need to borrow yours.”

Inside, Daisy washed her hands and used a damp paper towel to wipe off her legs. Then she let Bernajean fuss over her. The woman ran her hands over Daisy’s belly and finally proclaimed, “The baby is fine.” It really was odd how people she barely knew felt free to touch her belly, but then maybe no odder than having an entirely separate human being inside of her.

They got Daisy settled in the living room with a tall glass of iced sweet tea. Ava and Bernajean sat with her. It was nice in the house, cool and quiet, with a comfortable couch and an extra cushion behind her back. She might just hang out there for a while.

“I’m really okay, if you have things you need to do. No harm done.” Daisy chuckled. “I’m just glad my auntie Rhonda wasn’t here.”

A familiar loud rapping knock came at the door. Daisy’s mouth dropped open. Bernajean stood and said regally, “I called her. A girl having a baby should have her mother with her, or at least a woman in her family.”

Daisy tipped her head back with a groan. Then she rose to meet her great-aunt, who had to fuss and scold and tell Daisy how foolish she was to . . . well, Rhonda couldn’t seem to decide what Daisy had done that was so foolish, beyond leave the house.

“You said when you were pregnant you did all the chores, raised chickens and collected the eggs, and even went horseback riding,” Daisy reminded her aunt.

Rhonda shrugged. “Women were tougher back then.”

Daisy didn’t have an argument for that. It was actually kind of nice to have older women around, ones who pampered her and treated her as precious. She’d tolerate the unasked-for advice.

Maybe she should contact her mother. It wasn’t fair to keep her from the birth of her grandchild. This was something the two of them should be sharing. Surely now, after Daisy had been gone several months, her mother would understand that Daisy wasn’t going to reconcile with William. She’d landed on her feet and was doing fine for herself.

She should call. Or maybe just message. Daisy wasn’t sure she was up for a phone conversation, after the stress she’d already had that day.

While the older women caught up on gossip, Daisy pulled out her phone to check the muted conversations. She had about a hundred messages just from her mother. She scrolled through annoyance, anger, and recriminations, without an ounce of understanding of Daisy’s choices.

Maybe having her mother there wouldn’t help after all.

Daisy jumped to the end of the messages to see if anything had changed. The last one said, “What were you doing with him? You had a perfectly good fiancé here, and you ran off to throw yourself at one of those men? You should be ashamed.”

Daisy read the message three times. Her mother must have seen the video of her and Xander or read the gossip afterward. At least she wasn’t pressuring Daisy to snag one of the billionaire bachelor brothers so she could make the whole family rich. No, her mother was traditional. She’d rather see Daisy forever tied to the man who had manipulated her into getting pregnant and groomed her for the marriage he wanted. Daisy carried his seed, and that was all that mattered.

“You all right, sugar?” Bernajean asked. “You need anything?”

Daisy put away her phone. “No. I’m fine. I’m just fine, and I already have everything I need.”


Chapter Thirteen


Xander woke in the night. Something had dragged him out of sleep. Rain drummed on the roof, which was unusual for Texas Hill Country in November, but not unheard of. Cities closer to the coast were dealing with a hurricane.

It had been raining since early afternoon, so the sound wouldn’t have disturbed him. Maybe a close crack of thunder. But he had the vague sense that something was wrong. He swung his legs around to sit on the side of the bed and rubbed his face. He didn’t have any animals in quarantine in his bedroom at the moment, and the rambunctious kittens were closed into the bathroom at night. So what had pulled him out of sleep?

A cry of pain came from the hallway.

Xander shot to his feet. He dodged around the end of his bed and found the door handle in the dark with the ease of long practice. He stepped into the dark hallway.

Daisy stood a few feet away, hunched forward, hands on her belly.

“What’s wrong?” Xander slid his arm around her shoulders. She leaned against him, panting. His brain caught up. “Sorry, stupid question. Are you in labor? Real labor?”

“I think so.” She touched his chest, her fingers cool on his bare skin. “Oh!” She pulled her hand away.

“Uh, sorry. I didn’t think.” He slept in boxers, because he rarely got cold. If he had to work with sick or fussy animals in the night, he pulled on a T-shirt. If it got dirty, he could toss it in the laundry before going back to bed. “I should’ve grabbed a robe.”

“Least of my concerns right now,” she muttered.

“Of course.” His mind raced, but his thoughts bounced around like the ball in a pinball machine. He’d had plenty of experience with emergencies in the night, including births. He should be calmer, more organized, giving Daisy the help and support she needed. Instead, he felt as frazzled as any man wishing he could take the burden off the pregnant woman he cared about.

“How far apart are the contractions?” he asked.

“I think about eight minutes, but I’m having trouble concentrating for some reason.” She made a sound that was probably an attempt at a laugh. “I keep forgetting to check the clock when the next one starts.”

“Okay. Have you called the doula?”

“Not yet.” She took a moment to pant like a runner at the end of her race. “I don’t want to disturb her in the middle of the night. I can wait until the contractions are five minutes apart.”

“I’m sure she won’t mind if you call. It’s her job.”

Lightning lit up the end of the hallway like a strobe, and thunder cracked no more than a second later. Daisy yelped and clung to Xander.

He pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “It’s okay. Just a storm. It can’t touch you.”

She nodded rapidly, her soft hair tickling his shoulder. “I know.” She gulped. “What if the doula can’t get here?”

Xander took a deep breath. Time to take care of things. “Let’s get you into the living room.” He led her that way. He didn’t want to let go of her, but he had things to do. He found her hand and squeezed. “I’ll be right back. I’ll grab my phone so we can time the contractions. You call the doula.”

His body was getting confusing signals from the feel of her skin and hair and the comfortable weight of her against his side. “I’ll get dressed too.”

Her palm pressed against his chest. “Not on my account.” She jerked her hand back and slapped it over her mouth. “Forget I said that. I’m a little crazy right now.”

“It’s fine.” He wasn’t sure why she’d worry about being polite anyway, but women in labor got to say anything they wanted. “If walking helps, do laps around the dining room table where you’ll have the chair backs to hang onto. I’ll be right back.”

He ran to his room, where he quickly got dressed and grabbed his phone. He hurried back to the living room. Daisy was slowly walking around the big table, shifting her left hand from chair to chair.

“Do you want the light on?” Xander asked.

“I don’t know. Whatever is easier.”

He compromised by turning on some lamps. They gave the room a soft glow and would provide enough light to avoid stubbed toes.

He pulled up the clock app on his phone and switched it to stopwatch. “Tell me when a contraction starts.”

“Oh, you’ll probably be able to figure it out.”

He joined her and offered his arm. She took it. Nothing wrong with her grip strength. They paced slowly through the room. After a minute or so, she stopped and said, “Now.”

Xander started the stopwatch. They both stared at it as the seconds ticked off. At fifty-two seconds, Daisy took a deep breath and straightened. “It’s done.”

Xander reset the stopwatch and got it going again. They resumed walking. “Do you want anything?” he asked. “Some tea? Anything to eat? You probably don’t feel like eating, but you need energy.”

“I need this to be over.”

And he needed to do something to ease her suffering. They were both out of luck.

“Once we know the time between contractions, I’ll wake Mama, if that’s okay.”

She hesitated. Finally she said, “I don’t want to be a bother. I doubt anything’s happening for a while.”

“I guarantee Mama will be more upset if she finds out you were in labor and didn’t wake her. If you don’t want her here, that’s one thing. But if you want her, or your auntie Rhonda, or anyone, please ask. We want to be here. We want to help you.”

She made a snuffling sound, choked out a few harsh gasps, and then she was huddled in his arms, crying. He dropped the phone on the sofa so he could hold her. He stroked her back and pressed his cheek down on her head as he murmured comforting nonsense. “It’s all right. It’s going to be okay. You’re perfect and the baby is perfect and it will all be over soon.”

Her breathing changed to deep, harsh breaths, which finally slowed. She straightened. “I’m sorry.”

He held her shoulders firmly and bent his head to look into her face. “This is all about you. You’re not inconveniencing or troubling anyone. You can cry or scream or swear. You can ask for anything you need or want. If we can make it happen, we will.”

She bit her lip and nodded. Then her face twisted, and her shoulders hunched. Xander snatched up the phone to check the timing. He kept one arm around Daisy until the contraction eased.

“Just over six minutes,” he said. “I’m going to wake Mama, and you’re going to call the doula. If she’s worried about the rain, we’ll send TC in his big truck.”

“Okay.” Daisy fished her phone out of the pocket of her robe. “Thanks. I might take you up on that swearing thing too.”

Xander tightened his arm around her in a quick hug. He pressed a kiss to her hair. He couldn’t help himself. “I’ll be right back, with reinforcements.”

Mama was of course happy to be woken up in these circumstances. The doula was worried about driving with all the mud, so they got TC up too.

Mama fussed over Daisy. “It’ll be about half an hour before they can get back here.”

Daisy groaned. “I guess I’ll survive. Women do, right?”

Mama looked at Xander. “Maybe we should show her the surprise now.”

It would be a distraction.

“We’ll have to go out in the rain,” he said.

“We have umbrellas and rubber boots.” Mama patted Daisy’s hand. “Do you think you can walk fifty feet?”

“I guess so. I feel like I’ve paced a mile already tonight. What’s up? If you’re planning to distract me with office work, don’t trust my numbers later.”

Instead of answering, Mama hustled Daisy into rubber boots and Josh’s big raincoat. Xander messaged TC to let him know to go directly to the cottage. It was chilly and windy out, but Daisy actually paused and lifted her face to the breeze. “Oh. That feels nice.”

They got her to the cottage before the next contraction hit. “What are we doing here?” Daisy asked as Xander took the raincoat. She closed her eyes, and her face twisted. Xander timed that contraction. Fifty-five seconds.

Daisy opened her eyes and took a big breath. “Okay.” She looked around the cottage living room. “It looks great, but what are we doing?”

“Come this way.” Mama grabbed Daisy’s hand and led her toward the second of the small bedrooms.

They stopped in the doorway. Daisy gasped. Xander looked over her shoulder. He’d seen the room fully furnished, but he tried to see it through her gaze. A crib. A chest of drawers. A changing table. Even a car seat in the corner by the door.

“We thought you and the baby should have your own place,” Mama said. “Welcome to your new home.”

Daisy started crying again and hugged Mama. “I can’t—you shouldn’t have—I can’t believe it—”

Mama patted Daisy’s back and winked at Xander over her shoulder. “You can, and we wanted to. You wouldn’t tell an old woman she can’t do what she wants with her money, would you? What’s the point of being rich otherwise?”

Daisy pulled back enough to see Mama’s face. “You’re not an old woman. You’re the best person ever.”

Mama dabbed her eyes. Xander might’ve had to brush at his as well. Money was sure buying Daisy a few minutes of happiness now. That alone was worth the expense.

They distracted Daisy for the next half hour by showing her the various things for the baby. TC delivered the doula, along with Hallie, who had also messaged Carly, and apparently Bernajean was in their kitchen preparing food for everyone. They got Daisy settled in the next room, on her own bed, queen sized so she’d have plenty of room to cuddle the baby or, later, comfort a toddler.

Xander retreated to the main house with Josh and TC. They filled mugs with coffee and kicked back to wait. Part of Xander wished he could stay there with Daisy throughout her labor, but it wasn’t his place. She was surrounded by women who would take care of her. If anything went wrong—and he’d said plenty of prayers that it wouldn’t—they’d call the EMTs and get her to the hospital.

His gut churned at the thought. When Bernajean brought out a plate of warm biscuits, he had one to settle his stomach. “Weird being here and knowing what she’s going through out there.”

“I’m glad Carly is getting a firsthand look,” Josh said. “At least I hope I am. If it scares her off, we’re in trouble.”

TC stared at him. “What do you mean, in trouble? You mean like actual trouble of the pregnancy and labor type with a specific date forecast?”

Josh nodded, looking a little green. “Seemed like a good idea at the time. We were going to tell y’all this week.”

Xander and TC whooped and congratulated him. Xander grinned at his brothers. They were settling down, getting married, starting families. It was strange and wonderful.

Would his turn come someday?

The guys delivered breakfast to the cottage and then returned to the house to eat their own. At dawn, they headed out in the lingering rain to take care of chores. When he finished, Xander showered. He wanted to meet the baby, and he wasn’t about to take mud and muck into the new baby’s presence. He almost felt like putting on his church clothes to meet the baby, but he resisted. That was just silly. A clean, soft flannel shirt would be fine.

Finally Carly and Hallie passed back through the house, yawning, and delivered the message that Daisy and the baby had both been cleaned up and were ready for company. Xander’s, anyway—Josh and TC were going to wait until later.

Xander hurried to the cottage. He paused outside, smoothed his hair, and called himself an idiot. It wasn’t like the baby was going to remember this first meeting anyway. He knocked. A minute later, Mama open the door, all smiles. She ushered him into the bedroom, where Daisy sat up in bed holding a swaddled bundle. Xander met Daisy’s gaze.

She grinned, tired but full of joy. “Come meet him. He’s perfect.”

Xander moved closer so he could look down at the baby. Newborns were so tiny! “He is perfect. What are you going to call him?”

Daisy studied the little face. “I don’t know. I’m certainly not naming him after his father. Or my father or brothers. He and I are starting a new life with no ties to the past. I’ve considered a lot of names, but I’d hoped when I saw him something would feel right.”

Xander glanced out the window, where the gray light was giving way to high clouds. They’d probably have blue skies by noon. “If we were naming animals, I’d suggest something to do with the storm. But Thunder, Lightning, and Rain don’t really work for a child. Well, maybe Rain. At least that’s a name sometimes used for humans.”

They all studied the tiny bundle. Daisy wrinkled her nose. “I think I want something more traditional.”

“This hurricane is Bartholomew,” Ava said. “That’s been around forever.”

“Bartholomew.” Daisy shifted the baby to rest between her bent knees. “It doesn’t really seem to fit this little guy.” The baby yawned. Daisy planted a kiss on his nose. “Besides, I don’t want to relive this night every time someone asks about his name. I want something that’s his, but . . . It’s hard to explain.”

“You want something that will fit him throughout his life. Long names have the advantage of nicknames.” Mama tucked her arm through Xander’s. “Like this guy could’ve been Alex or Xander or Xan or even Alexander.”

Daisy looked from the baby to Xander to Mama. “Oh my gosh. It just hit me that someday I’m going to have a grown-up son. I haven’t even adjusted to the idea of being a mother yet.”

“I guess it’s hard to find a name that will fit a tiny baby and a rowdy boy and a teenager and a grown man,” Xander said. It was hard to even imagine this tiny baby growing into those other things, despite Xander’s experience with animals that shot through the various stages in a few months or years.

“The change happens slowly,” Mama said. “Well, sometimes it seems like years pass overnight. But you’ll get used to it.”

Daisy nodded. “I’m glad you’re here. Thank you for everything. I know you’re not actually my mother, but . . . it helped . . .”

Mama sat on the edge of the bed and put her arm around Daisy. “Oh, sweetheart, I’m delighted to stand in for your mother if she wasn’t worthy of being here. You have brought so much joy to our home, our world. You’re one of us now.”

Daisy gave a little gasp. “I know what I want to name him. If it’s okay with you.” She smiled shyly at Mama. “I’d like to call him Avery. It’s the closest to Ava that I can think of that works for a boy.”

“Oh!” Mama hugged her. “I love it. It’s an honor.”

Xander watched the three of them cuddling on the bed. He was a part of things and yet a step away. His heart felt simultaneously too big and as if it were breaking. But he smiled at Daisy and her baby and prayed they’d have all the happiness they deserved.


Chapter Fourteen


Daisy slowly finished getting dressed. A week after Avery’s birth, she was moving more easily but still had sore spots. Her body felt odd after the sudden weight loss of birth, when she’d spent so much time slowly adjusting to her growing belly. It was nice to have a lap again and to be able to reach things without turning sideways, but she might never get back her former figure. Oh well. It wasn’t like anyone was going to see her without her baggy clothes. She was getting used to having women around while she nursed, but fortunately all the hot men in the neighborhood discreetly vanished at those times.

She glanced in the oval mirror on the vanity. Her face looked puffy, with shadows under her eyes, but with the baby around, hardly anyone even gave her a close look. Still, she should brush her hair.

Daisy gingerly perched on the padded stool that was part of the lovely, old-fashioned vanity set she’d helped pick out, never suspecting she’d be the one to use it. It still felt surreal to think of this as her home. The gift was overwhelming, and she might have tried to refuse, except for three things. One, the Tomlinsons could afford it without even noticing the cost. Two, they were so delighted to give it to her that she’d feel churlish if she didn’t accept. And three, it was wonderful to have a place of her own, just for the baby and herself. She could be up at all hours, singing off-key as she tried to soothe Avery in the middle of the night, without worrying about disturbing anyone. She didn’t have to worry about running into someone while she was haggard, breastmilk leaking through her nightgown and baby spit-up on her shoulders and in her tangled hair.

A knock came at the door, announcing her next set of visitors. Daisy put down her brush and quickly pulled her hair back into a ponytail.

“Hello,” Ava called out. She’d been the one to insist people schedule visits in advance so Daisy could prepare. “Otherwise, you’ll have a constant stream of visitors wanting to hold the baby,” she’d warned.

Daisy only bothered to lock the cottage door at night, and probably that was unnecessary, given their remote location in the country and the guard at the road in. She’d given Ava permission to simply knock and come in, so Daisy didn’t have to get up if she was nursing.

She went into the living room to meet Ava, Auntie Rhonda, and their friends Barbara and Glenda. The latter two carried covered dishes. Glenda held hers up. “We brought casseroles!”

“You might find room in the fridge.” Daisy appreciated not needing to cook, but she’d need two or three deep freezers to collect all the food she’d been gifted. Instead, she took a serving or two for herself and sent the rest over to TC’s ranch for the ranch hands. That gave Bernajean a break, which she used to fuss over the baby—babysitting, she called it. Daisy hadn’t needed to leave the cottage in a week, but it was sometimes nice to take a nap and know Bernajean, Rhonda, or Ava would wake her if Avery needed anything.

Glenda and Barbara carried their dishes to the kitchen. Auntie Rhonda hugged Daisy. “Now where is my great-nephew?” Great-grandnephew, technically, but that was a mouthful.

“In his bassinet.”

Rhonda hurried that way. Daisy knew better than to think people were coming to visit her.

Calico wound around her ankles. “How did you get in here again?” Daisy asked the cat. Calico simply purred in response.

“I think she’s adopted you,” Ava said. “We might as well give in and stop dragging her back to the house.”

“I don’t mind,” Daisy said.

“The dogs insist on escorting any visitors too,” Ava said. “Next thing you know, you’ll have the chickens and rabbits flocking around to guard you.”

Daisy laughed. “I’ll feel like Cinderella with her animal friends.” She bent over to pet Calico. “Although I hope you’ll encourage the mice to stay outside.”

Ava slid an arm around Daisy. “You’re looking well. I hope you’re feeling it.”

“As well as can be expected.” Daisy returned the light sideways hug. She often wished she could simply curl up with her head on Ava’s shoulder and pour out all her concerns, her worries about the future, her joy in Avery and fear in her ability to be a good mother, her exhaustion, her grief over her own family’s refusal or inability to love her and the baby if she didn’t obey them. But the Tomlinsons tended to address complaints as problems to be solved, and they had already done so much for her. She never wanted them to think she was hinting that they should do more.

Daisy had to keep reminding herself that Ava was not actually her mother, and no matter how kind the Tomlinsons were, Daisy was not really part of this family. She was an employee—and one who hadn’t done any work in a week.

“I’ll come back to the office tomorrow,” Daisy told Ava. “I’ll have to take breaks to nurse, but—”

“Oh, no.” Ava fluttered her hands. “Take a month, at least. You got things so organized that we can handle the paperwork without you, no problem.”

Daisy’s gut twisted. She didn’t want them to be able to handle things without her. She hoped she hadn’t organized herself out of a job. Maybe they’d decided they didn’t need a full-time employee after all, and they were letting her down gently by giving her the cottage for a while—

No. She wouldn’t spiral into panic. At least, she’d try to stop the anxiety. She was a good worker. The Tomlinsons had the enormous charitable foundation as well as the ranch. Surely they’d have work for her for a long time. And if they ever didn’t need her, she had skills to take elsewhere.

But she really liked it here.

“I want to return to work,” she said. “I haven’t been working here for long, so I don’t expect an extended maternity leave.”

“Oh, honey.” Ava placed a hand on Daisy’s cheek. “It doesn’t matter how long you’ve been here. You’ve brought so much joy to his family.”

Joy? Her?

Ava meant the baby, of course. Daisy hadn’t had any idea how enthusiastic people got about a new baby, even when they weren’t related, barely knew the mother, and had never met the father. It seemed like half the town had stopped by already, often bringing gifts of baby clothes, diapers, blankets, and food. If Ava hadn’t instituted the visitation schedule, Daisy wasn’t sure she’d have had a moment alone with Avery since the birth.

“But that geologist guy is coming this week for the windmill survey, right? I suppose Xander will take him around the property, but there’s paperwork and . . .” Daisy wasn’t sure what all needed to be done, but there had to be something.

Ava leaned closer and whispered, “Have you seen that guy?” Her eyes opened wide. “He’s cute!”

“What? Really?”

Ava nodded, her eyes dancing and her lips pressed together but curving in a mischievous smile. She patted Daisy’s arm. “So don’t worry about a thing. I’ll take care of him.”

“Oh. Right. Okay.” Daisy had checked the man’s website to get familiar with his work history, but she hadn’t particularly noticed his photo.

Was Ava really this intrigued by the guy? Or was this her way of making an excuse so Daisy wouldn’t insist on working? The woman Daisy had been thinking of as a second mother now sounded like a giddy teenager. It was hard to process. The only thing weirder would be if Auntie Rhonda started batting her eyelashes and cooing over some man.

Daisy winced at her own thoughts. It was hardly fair to expect these widowed women to lose all interest in men and—no, Daisy couldn’t even think about sex in this context. She’d leave it as interest in men. Why shouldn’t they want love, companionship, and romance? And if they did start a . . . physical relationship, they’d have the advantage of not worrying about getting pregnant. Although hadn’t she heard something about high rates of sexually transmitted diseases among older folks who started dating? Should she mention that to Ava?

Dear Lord, no. She should mind her own business. Her brain was hardly capable of processing her own concerns right now, let alone someone else’s.

“Um, fine. He’s all yours.” Daisy winced at her own words. But the geologist wasn’t the point of her going back to work.

As much as Daisy appreciated Ava’s help with everything, she had to do something to earn at least a tiny bit of the generosity. But if she told Ava she felt obligated to get back to work, Ava would brush away Daisy’s concern. She had to come at it from another direction.

She gestured toward the couch, and she and Ava sat.

“It’s been wonderful having this time with Avery,” Daisy said, “and I fully admit my brain has not been up to doing anything that requires organization or attention to detail. But I’d like to get back to the office, at least part-time. I want to keep track of what’s going on. Going back after a month off would be unpleasant because I’d have to practically learn everything from scratch again.”

Ava frowned and nodded slowly. “I suppose that’s true. Going on vacation always means you have twice the work when you get back.” She grinned. “I say that as if I’ve been on lots of long vacations. Until my trip this past summer, we’d never been away for more than one night.”

“So you know how much can change,” Daisy said. “Besides that, I feel like I could use a little adult time. You know, remind myself that I’m a reasonably capable working woman and not only a mother.” That wasn’t entirely true. It probably would be true eventually, but at the moment, she could easily spend all day resting and caring for Avery. But Ava didn’t need to know that.

“All right, come into the office tomorrow, but only for two hours at most.”

“Great.” Daisy almost laughed at her relief. How many people were grateful for being allowed to work two hours a day? She owed the Tomlinsons everything; she would not take advantage of them, even if they encouraged her to do so. “I’m sure Auntie Rhonda will babysit.”

“Or . . .” Ava looked coy. “You could bring Avery! We could get another bassinet for the office. That way he’ll always have you close, and when you get back to working longer hours, you can simply go into the reading room to nurse.” She leaned closer and added in a conspiratorial whisper, “And I’ll get to peek in on him and give him cuddles!”

Daisy did laugh then. “Fine. I see why you’re really willing to let me come back to the office. We don’t need another bassinet though. I’m sure I can find something here that will work.”

Ava gave a little gasp. “I know! I have this wonderful little rocking crib that my grandfather made. I’m sure it’s still in the attic. We’ll clean it up, get some lovely blankets, and keep that in the office.” She sniffled. “It’s been almost twenty-five years since that crib had a baby in it.”

Daisy gulped, holding back her own tears. If Ava kept treating her like family, Daisy was going to have a hard time remembering she wasn’t. But since Ava obviously loved the idea of sharing her family heirloom with Daisy’s child . . .

“That sounds lovely.”

Her phone beeped with a text. Fortunately, the phone was sitting on the coffee table where she could hear it. She picked it up. “Xander wants to stop by.”

Ava patted Daisy’s arm and stood up. “All right, I’ll give you two some privacy.”

Before Daisy could explain that she and Xander wouldn’t have any private business, Ava had darted into the nursery. Okay, the comment was more likely an excuse for Ava to join her friends and argue about who got to hold the baby next.

Daisy texted Xander the okay to visit, and the knock came a minute later. She opened the door and drank in the sight of him. With so many other visitors, he’d been scarce, except for checking in each evening to see if she needed anything.

“Hello.” He gave a hesitant smile.

How long had she been staring? She hadn’t even noticed the two dogs standing beside him, wagging their tails. She stepped back and waved him in. Maybe he’d assume she had postpartum mush brain.

“I should warn you, my auntie Rhonda is here with Glenda and Barbara and your mother.”

“Oh.” He glanced toward the nursery and sighed. “I won’t visit Avery then.”

She took a moment to give each dog a scratch behind the ear. They licked her hands and trotted away.

Daisy closed the door and headed for the kitchen to wash her hands. “You can probably escape while they’re distracted by Avery, and they won’t even know you were here.” She hung up the hand towel and turned toward him.

He studied her face. “You look wonderful.”

She snorted. “Liar.”

“No, really. You’re . . .” He seemed to search for a word before giving up. “You look happy.”

“I am. Avery is healthy, and I’m feeling better every day. I’m coming back to the office tomorrow.”

“Oh. So soon?”

Daisy crossed her arms. “I hope you’re not going to get all bossy and tell me I should be staying home with my baby.”

“Uh.” He blinked a few times. “Actually, I was going to give you this.” He held out his hand.

Daisy took the thing and frowned at it. “A keychain? With a little flashlight?” The flashlight was small but made out of metal, so it would be sturdy.

“It’s getting dark earlier. I don’t want you to stumble getting between your cottage and the office.”

Suddenly Daisy was blinking rapidly, trying not to burst into tears. Stupid hormones. The gift was so Xander, completely practical and yet so thoughtful. He didn’t want to protect her by pressuring her to stay home. He wanted to make sure she was safe when she came back to work. Her commute was only a hundred feet, but he’d make sure she didn’t trip on a rock or stumble over a stray chicken.

She clutched the key chain tightly but resisted the urge to press it to her chest. “Thank you. I might not need it for a while yet, since I’m only working a couple of hours a day, but I’ll keep it with me.”

“Oh, I got you this too.” He pulled something out of his coat pocket.

“Is that . . .” She took the plastic wrapped block of cheese. “Gorgonzola!”

“You said you were missing it while you were pregnant.”

Daisy held her precious gifts, when she really wanted to hold Xander and cover his face with kisses. They smiled at each other. The moment stretched out.

Daisy needed to say something, before it got awkward, before he guessed her thoughts and she embarrassed him by acting like his kindness meant something more. But she couldn’t say any of the things she wanted to say.


Chapter Fifteen


Xander couldn’t take his gaze off Daisy. They hadn’t been alone together in a week. Not that they were alone now, what with four women and a baby a few feet away through the open door to the next room. Still, it felt like they were suspended in this private moment in time.

The baby started wailing.

Daisy jolted and swung toward the nursery, where Barbara was cooing at the baby and bouncing Avery against her chest. Glenda started offering advice, while Rhonda demanded Avery be returned to her.

Daisy gave Xander a rueful smile. “Want to see me try to reclaim my baby? Not that I’ve figured out how to keep Avery quiet either, unless he’s hungry or needs a diaper change. I just fed him, so it’s not that.”

“You’ll figure it out,” Xander said.

Somehow Mama got the baby away from the others and came out with him. “I want to test something.” Instead of handing him to Daisy, Mama offered Avery to Xander. Well, he wasn’t going to complain. He cuddled Avery close and murmured to him.

Within half a minute, Avery’s sobs turned to sniffles. Soon after, he heaved a sigh and settled down to sleep as Xander shifted from foot to foot in a soothing rhythm.

“Xander has a gift with animals that are sick or scared or injured,” Mama said. “I wanted to see if it worked on fussy people babies too.”

Xander glanced up to see all the women watching him. Daisy looked a little startled. Mama smiled with satisfaction. Xander wasn’t sure how to interpret Rhonda’s narrowed gaze, but Glenda frowned, and Barbara gave a sniff of disapproval and crossed her arms.

Xander looked down at Avery and tried to ignore everyone else. It wasn’t his fault if the baby cried with other people and quieted with him. Anyway, being the godfather ought to give him some extra privileges. He’d hardly gotten a chance to hold Avery yet.

“Let’s have some tea and coffee cake.” Mama grabbed Rhonda and Barbara’s arms and tugged them toward the door. They grumbled a bit until Mama added, “We can check back in a little while.” She turned from the door and winked, but Xander wasn’t sure if the wink was for him or Daisy.

Xander strolled through the living room, humming so the baby would feel the vibrations.

Daisy watched for a minute. Finally she said, “I can take him.”

Xander hesitated. “Do you want to? Of course I’ll hand him over if you say so. But I sure don’t mind this.”

She bit her lip for a second. “You probably just meant to stop by for a minute, not get roped into babysitting. Or baby walking or baby whispering, whatever we want to call it.”

Xander grinned. “You ought to know there’s nothing I like more than caring for a newborn. I haven’t met too many people babies, as Mama called it, but I’ve only been staying away because you’ve had so many other visitors. I figure you must be pretty worn out and maybe want Avery to yourself.”

Daisy sank onto the couch next to Calico. “Yes, to all of it. I still ache a lot, and it feels like I’m sleeping all the time and yet not sleeping much at all, what with Avery needing to be fed during the night. And it’s so sweet of everyone to celebrate his birth, even though—” Her cheeks went pink.

“Even though what?”

“Um, even though I’m new in town and I’ve only met some of these people a couple of times. If that. I think every woman in your church must’ve stopped by with either food or a gift for the baby or both.”

Xander chuckled. “People do love babies. If it’s too much, you can say so. Mama will keep them away.”

“It’s . . . confusing.” She rubbed her hands up over her face, pushing back the tendrils that had escaped her ponytail. “I don’t mind, I guess. Just with some of the church ladies, I kept waiting to be scolded for not marrying the baby’s father, or told they’d pray for my soul, or warned that I’d better start coming to church and raise the baby right.”

Xander jerked to a stop. “I hope no one made you feel like you did something wrong by having Avery or keeping him.”

“I did get invited to church and told all about the nursery care offered during the services. It felt welcoming though, not critical, at least after I got past my own guilt.” She looked down, but it didn’t hide the flush that had spread down her throat to the skin showing above her scooped top. “I guess I heard so much from my parents that I expected the same kind of pressure from everyone else.”

“I’m sorry anyone made you feel that way.” The baby twitched and waved a tiny fist, complaining about the lack of movement. Xander offered a finger for Avery to hold and resumed pacing. “I don’t want to criticize your family, but I see why you came to your aunt Rhonda.”

“Yeah, and you know Rhonda, so you know how desperate I was.”

Their gazes met in shared amusement. Daisy’s blush was receding.

“If Rhonda made you feel welcome and safe, I’ll get down on my knees and thank her,” Xander said.

“She did, but please don’t. She’s already tried to manage my life for me, though at least instead of trying to send me back to William she tried to—” The color swept back to her cheeks. “Um . . .”

“We’re very lucky she thought you might want to work here,” Xander said, in case Daisy still thought they were doing her a favor. “I didn’t realize how much we needed the help until you started organizing everything.”

“Yeah. That.” She looked at the cat as she rubbed behind Calico’s ears. “Anyway, Rhonda is a little offended that I didn’t name the baby after her. Even if I wanted to do that, what’s a good male version of Rhonda? He just doesn’t seem like a Ronald.”

Xander studied Avery’s tiny face. It was hard to imagine what he would look like when he got older. “Now that I know what you named him, it’s hard to think of him with any other name.”

“I agree. And no matter what happens or where we go, we’ll always have a connection to your family and this place.”

Xander’s chest suddenly felt cold and empty. Was Daisy thinking of leaving? He kept his hold on Avery gentle, even though he wanted to squeeze the baby tight and never let go, unless it was to grab a hold of Daisy and never let her go either.

He swallowed a couple of times and cleared his throat. “I hope you’ll have more of a connection than that.” He couldn’t tell her how he felt about her. It wouldn’t be fair, what with her so dependent on his family. But he could make sure she knew she was welcome. “We love having you here. You’ll always have a place here, you and Avery, for as long as you want. I hope it’s for a long time.” Like forever.

She smiled up at him. “Thank you. If I did decide to leave, I’d probably have to sneak out in the middle of the night in order to get Avery away from your mama and Rhonda and their friends.”

“Please don’t do that.” He forced himself to laugh. “They’d only hunt you down and drag you back.”

“You’re probably right.” The dimple showed. “I guess I’m stuck here, and you’re stuck with me.”

Avery seemed to be sleeping deeply now, so Xander eased himself down to the couch. He leaned back and stretched out his legs. Something about holding a sleeping baby made him feel relaxed on a bone deep level. His eyes closed halfway, and he smiled at Daisy.

She put a hand to her chest and blinked quickly.

“What’s wrong?”

She shook her head. “Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Anyway . . . Let’s stop talking about me. Have you had any more thoughts on what you want to do with your life now that you can do anything?”

“I’ve been trying to think on it, but I have everything I want here at the ranch. The money is nice. It makes things easier. But I can’t think of anything big I want to do with it. I’m a simple man, I guess.”

“Hm. I’m not so sure about that.”

What did that mean? Xander wasn’t always good at figuring out other people, but as far as he was concerned, he was pretty straightforward. He wasn’t sure he wanted to hear otherwise.

Calico yawned and stretched. The cat rubbed her head against the baby’s side and settled down on Xander’s lap, purring. See, what more could a man want than this? A sweet woman, a sleeping baby, a purring cat. A couple of dogs waiting outside, and horses if he felt like riding.

“It’s been nice to have the cleaning people come every week,” he said, “and Bernajean cooking for TC’s crew if we don’t want to cook. That’s made Mama’s life a lot easier, and I got out of some chores too.”

Daisy tipped her head slightly to one side and appeared to study Calico. “What about an animal rescue? That is, I know you already rescue animals. But you could do it officially. Open an animal rescue.”

“I don’t know. Last Stand already has an animal shelter, plus the wild animal rescue Hallie and Julie run. Mia runs a German shepherd dog rescue. Jorie and Luke do a catch and release program for feral cats and rehab injured wildlife. We have a lot of animal lovers around here.”

“I guess so, but that doesn’t stop people from dumping more on you, right? You could specialize in rabbits and other small pets. Or horses?”

Tension crawled up Xander’s spine into his shoulders. “Maybe. I’ll think about it.”

He’d helped out at the animal shelter one summer when he was twelve. He’d wound up crying himself to sleep sometimes. The shelter did the best they could, but he’d hated seeing the abused animals come in, or the ones that were dropped off because they were sick or injured and the owners couldn’t—or simply didn’t want to—pay the vet bills. It still made him feel queasy to remember all that. Plus, if he opened a shelter, he’d have to work with other people. They’d held a big fundraiser for the wild animal rescue a few months earlier, and the evening was torture. Maybe he wouldn’t have to do fundraising though, if the family fund paid for everything.

“I’ll think about it,” he promised. “It’s a good idea. I just don’t know if it’s right for me.”

“Okay. I just think—” She broke off and shook her head. “Sorry. I think you’d be good at it, but I guess that’s not the point, is it? You’re supposed to be thinking about what you want to do, not what other people think you could do or should do.”

“Yeah.” His shoulders loosened a little. “I never realized it would be such a tough question, figuring out what you’d do if you didn’t have to worry about money. Not that I’m complaining about having options. It just sometimes seems like everyone else has an opinion about how they’d spend our money, and I’m still doing what I’ve always done, mostly. It makes me feel like I should have bigger dreams.”

Daisy winced. “I didn’t mean to make you feel like that. There’s nothing wrong with being happy with a simple life, if you really are happy.”

“I am, pretty much.” The other things he wanted were right here on this couch, yet completely out of his reach. That was almost funny, but he wasn’t laughing.

“I’ve been trying to figure out how I want to live my life. How I want to support myself and the baby.” She grinned. “What I want to be when I grow up, I guess.”

“Those are important questions.”

She nodded. “So I did some research. Articles on work-life balance and career ambition. Trying to get a handle on . . . I guess the philosophy of work.”

“Did you figure out anything?” If Daisy did decide to leave the ranch, then he could tell her how he felt. He’d offer her anything if it would get her and Avery to stay with him. But if she had dreams, he’d want her to follow them. It wasn’t right that part of him hoped she didn’t have big dreams.

“It gave me a lot to think about,” she said. “For example, one article talked about ambition. If you’re ambitious, that’s fine, and if you’re not, that’s fine too. The problem comes when you’re being pressured to be ambitious, but you’re really not, or if you have ambition but don’t want to work hard enough to achieve it.”

“Huh. So are you ambitious?”

“I want to be useful. I’m not sure that’s the same as ambitious. I feel like if you’re going to be ambitious, you ought to have a specific goal you want to reach.” She scooted closer on the couch and tucked the blanket back from Avery’s face. “Anyway, I certainly don’t want to work all the time now that I have a baby. I want to work hard but leave the work behind when I come home.”

“That makes sense.” Xander wouldn’t have thought of that, since working a ranch meant you never left the work behind. They’d have to be careful not to ask Daisy to do any work in the evenings or on the weekends.

She yawned. “Also, it’s possible I should wait until I have my brain back before I try to figure out all this stuff. From what I hear, that could take a couple of years though.”

He chuckled. “I think your brain is fine. But yeah, maybe you don’t want to make enormous life decisions right now, unless you can change your mind later.”

“Yeah.” She glanced at him and then looked down at Avery and fussed with the swaddling. “Another thing came up. The best kind of work, you do by choice, not because you’re afraid of poverty. I feel safe here, and you’ve all been so generous.” She gestured around the room.

He waited, breath held. That sounded like a sentence that would be followed by but.

She met his gaze, and her expression firmed. “But I don’t want to be dependent on anyone else. So I’ll do my job, to the best of my ability, and I don’t want any favors just because I’m a single mother or anything. I want y’all to tell me if I’m doing anything wrong or could do anything better.”

“Okay.” He almost wished he could think of some little thing to tell her, to prove he respected her wishes. Some of the organizing and accounting, she did differently than he would, but once he got used to her methods, they were fine. Sometimes she distracted him from his own work, especially when she came in smelling of orange blossoms, wearing a skirt that stopped above her knees. But he couldn’t tell her that.

“I guess you could make the coffee a little stronger,” he finally said.

She laughed out loud. Avery twitched and made smacking noises. Daisy leaned closer, so Xander could see the flecks in her eyes and the sweet curve of her lips.

“You, sir, need higher standards.” She reached for Avery. “Now hand over my baby and go find something interesting to do with yourself.”

He passed her the baby, nudged Calico off his lap, and stood up. “I’ll tell Mama you’re going to rest for an hour. That will give you a break before the aunties descend.”

It wasn’t what he really wanted to say, but it was all he could allow himself.


Chapter Sixteen


A few days later, Xander was distributing fresh hay to the horses when he got a call from Herman at the guard shack. “Fellow here named William. Says he’s Miss Daisy’s husband.”

Xander felt like he’d grabbed an electric fence. Her husband? But Daisy wasn’t married. Unless she’d lied about that. No, she wouldn’t do that. Anyway, she’d said quite clearly that she ran away from her wedding before it started. And she was embarrassed about being an unmarried mother. She wasn’t married.

But she had mentioned William, so this must be the guy. The father of her baby.

“He wants to see Daisy?” Xander asked.

“Actually, he says he wants to see one of you Tomlinsons.”

Xander was tempted to tell Herman to run the man off the property, by waving a gun if necessary. But he ought to find out what William wanted.

“Send him along,” Xander said. “I’ll meet him in front of the house.” Xander stormed over to the house from the barn. He was halfway there when he remembered he hadn’t finished giving the horses their hay. Well, they could wait a few more minutes.

William pulled up and got out of his car, something fancy and not suited for rural roads. He was tall and lanky, with receding fair hair and blue eyes. Probably decent looking, as far as Xander could judge, but he sure hoped Avery grew up to look like his mother.

Xander found it easy to ignore years of training and not even offer a welcome. He crossed his arms and glared. “What do you want?”

“Why, I want to see my wife, of course.”

“Then you’re in the wrong place. If you’ve got a wife, she’s not here.”

“Ah. She told you we weren’t married.” William grinned and shrugged. “I didn’t want to embarrass her in case she was pretending to be something other than what she is.”

“She’s not pretending anything. She’s an independent woman who made a choice, and it wasn’t to marry you.”

William spread his hands. “So she got cold feet at the wedding. It happens. But I’m willing to forgive her and take her back.”

“She doesn’t want to go back to you.” Or did she? Had she called him? Was she planning to leave and hadn’t told them? Did she love this man, after all, or think marriage to him was the best thing for Avery? Xander could barely breathe at the thought of Daisy leaving them forever.

William stepped closer, smiling in a way that made Xander want to punch him, and he’d never punched anyone in his life.

“Look, I’ll be frank with you,” William said. “You look like a man of the world, and I guess if you weren’t before, you are now that you’ve won all that money. Truth is, Daisy panicked. I left her alone, figuring she’d come to her senses. I guess it hasn’t happened yet. That’s fine. She wasn’t the woman I thought she was. But that’s my baby. I have rights.”

Xander went cold. “You want to share custody?” The courts might agree to that. Maybe it was even reasonable. Fathers should have rights.

No. Xander didn’t care about the law or even logic. He didn’t want this man anywhere near Daisy or Avery.

“I just think if y’all are going to steal away my wife and child, I deserve something in return,” William said. “It’s not like y’all can’t afford it, right?”

Xander sagged. “You want money.” On one level, he was madder than ever, that this jerk didn’t even really want Daisy and the baby. That he thought money was a good substitute. But the larger part of Xander could only feel relief that William wasn’t sincere about reclaiming Daisy and their child.

“That’s right. And hey, what do you care? You get Daisy for whatever use you’re making of her.” William glanced at Xander’s clenched fists and took a step back. “She’s a good worker. I know that. I trained her myself. Now you can thank me. I deserve something in return for the work I put into her.”

“I know what you deserve,” Xander growled.

He’d be happy to pay to make the guy go away, but what would keep him from coming back? They needed a solid contract.

“Let me call my lawyer.” Xander pulled out his phone and texted Carly to come right away. She was probably on the property somewhere.

William looked around, his gaze lingering on the forty-year-old ranch house. “I have to say, this wasn’t what I was expecting for billionaires. How about you give me a tour while we wait for the lawyer?”

“No. It won’t be long.” He didn’t care if he was breaking every rule of hospitality. He wasn’t inviting this guy into his home.

William frowned and opened his mouth but closed it again without speaking. He walked toward his car. Maybe he was going to lean against it, since Xander hadn’t offered a chair, or get something out of it. Maybe he’d simply get in and drive away.

William walked past his car and along the house. Was he actually looking in the windows? Well, he wouldn’t see Daisy there.

But if he went around the house, he might see her cottage. Xander hurried to get around William, but they reached the corner about the same time. Xander grabbed William’s arm. “We’ll wait on the porch.”

For a moment Xander wondered if William was going to fight him, and he thought William wondered the same thing.

Then the dogs, Buddy and Lucky, bounded over to them. They started to give William a curious sniff, but at Xander’s quick command, they came to heel and helped Xander escort William back to the porch. The dogs sat at his feet as he glared at William. They weren’t really much in the way of guard dogs, being far too friendly, but he could make sure they knew William wasn’t welcome here.

Carly and Josh arrived a few minutes later. “What’s up?” Carly glanced from Xander to William and then gave the man a closer study, her gaze narrowed.

“William Vane.” He smiled and offered his hand, which Carly ignored.

“He says he’s Daisy’s ex,” Xander said. “He thinks we should pay him, because—what was your logic again?”

“I lost something valuable when she left,” William said. “A good worker who should have made me a good wife, except she apparently thought she could do better for herself here.”

“I see,” Carly said coolly. “You think Daisy was a valuable commodity, and we should compensate you for the loss.”

“That’s right.” William looked pleased with her. “It isn’t too much to ask. A couple million will cover my losses.” He smirked at Xander. “She’s worth it, right?”

Darn it, he shouldn’t have made his feelings obvious. Yes, of course Daisy was worth it, but the idea of this man thinking of her as something to be bought and sold made him want to rip that smirk right off his face.

“There’s one problem with your logic,” Carly said. “Slavery is illegal.”

“What? I’m not—”

Carly spoke over him. “A person is not a commodity. You have no rights to your employees, regardless of how much you put into training them.”

William scowled. “Fine. Forget that part. It’s still—she’s still—”

Carly stalked closer, like a mountain lion targeting its prey, stopping inches from his face. “And you weren’t here during her pregnancy. You weren’t with her when she gave birth. You haven’t offered any money to pay for her medical expenses or to support the baby. And you waited until two weeks after the birth to show up. I think that shows exactly how interested you are in the baby.”

“I just—I didn’t—I thought she needed some time to recover, maybe.”

“You didn’t want to have to deal with her when she was struggling. You don’t want to deal with her now. You just want money.”

“Well, I, no. I mean . . .” William took a couple of deep breaths and seemed to get himself back on track. “Look, I tried to contact her. She blocked my calls and messages. I didn’t even know where she was. She had my baby. That proves she cared about me once. Maybe I can’t compete with a billionaire, but I can sue for alienation of affection.”

“Not in Texas, you can’t,” Carly said. “Even if a man lured her away from you, which isn’t what happened, there’s no law against it in this state.”

“Well, I’m sure I could find some law that would apply. If nothing else, I can cause you a lot of hassle and destroy your reputations. Wouldn’t you prefer to avoid that? It’s only money.”

“This family has millions of dollars and a top-notch lawyer on call.” Carly tapped her chest. “That’s me, in case you were wondering. We will destroy you.”

William didn’t say anything for half a minute. He looked from one face to the other and apparently found no hope. He swore as he turned to his car and got in. He backed up with a squeal of wheels, turned around, and started back up the drive.

“Meeting in the office. Now,” Carly said.

They headed for the office building as William’s car grew smaller in the distance.

Inside, Carly quickly told Ava what had happened while Xander paced, unable to shake off the urge to fight.

“Do you think he’ll be back?” Ava asked.

“I’d count on it,” Carly said. “We threw him off-balance, and I gave him something to think about with the legal threat. But I doubt he’ll give up so easily. If he convinced himself he could get a couple of million dollars out of the family, or even thought he’d ask for that and settle for half a million, he’s not going to walk away without a fight.” She looked at each of them. “To be honest, the easiest thing would be to write up a contract that pays him something if he agrees to leave Daisy and the baby alone forever. Not a couple of million, obviously.”

“As much as it takes,” Xander said.

“I don’t care if you can afford it,” Carly said. “It’s the principle of the thing. It’s bad enough paying him anything, when he doesn’t deserve a penny. Worse, it might give other people the idea they could try the same scam. But we can put a nondisclosure clause in the contract so he’s not allowed to tell anyone. Give him enough cash that taking it seems like a better alternative than going to court, where he’d probably lose and get nothing. Fifty thousand, maybe, and count ourselves lucky to get off that easily.”

Xander groaned and paced in a circle around the desks. “I hate the idea of that man getting paid, after what he already did to Daisy. But I hate the idea of Daisy being bothered by him even more.”

“Exactly,” Carly said. “If he contacts any of you, direct all inquiries to me, and I’ll handle it. Don’t promise him anything. And you might want to keep Daisy from answering the office phones for another week, in case he calls that line.”

“Poor Daisy.” Ava sighed. “She has enough to deal with, and now this. She’s going to be embarrassed by the idea of us paying to make him go away. She’ll probably insist on us taking it out of her paycheck.” She brightened. “So we’ll just have to give her a huge raise.”

Xander jerked to a stop. “Wait. We’re not telling her, are we? Why does she need to know anything about it?”

The others were silent for a moment, considering. Finally Mama said, “I understand that you want to protect her, sweetheart. But Daisy is tough. She can handle it.”

“She shouldn’t have to!” She’d told him to make the most of their new riches. “Isn’t the point of the money that we can make this problem go away?”

“It’s her problem,” Carly said. “She deserves to know about it. Look, this isn’t a surprise. Daisy and I talked about it, and we were expecting him to try something. She might be relieved to know it’s happened, so she doesn’t have to wonder when it’s coming.”

“I don’t think she’d thank you for keeping secrets from her,” Mama added.

But what if she wants to go back to him? He couldn’t say the words out loud. Some people might think Daisy should go back to William and try to make it work. She’d had his child, after all. Or what if she decided to leave the ranch and her job because she didn’t want to make trouble for the family?

Xander couldn’t bear the thought of losing her.

“She needs friends and family,” Mama said, “not people who don’t trust her to make her own decisions.”

He imagined telling Daisy what William had done. Then he imagined her finding out later and knowing they’d kept it a secret. Yeah, the second option was worse. Whatever they did, they couldn’t guarantee that Daisy wouldn’t find out about it. She deserved to hear it from them. In any case, staying or going had to be Daisy’s choice. He hated himself for wanting to trick her into staying.

“Can we at least wait until we have the contract signed?” he asked. “She’s exhausted and stressed with figuring out how to take care of a new baby.”

“Exactly when do you think would be the right time?” Carly asked.

Xander didn’t have an answer for that.

Mama patted his arm. “Believe me, I have some experience in these matters. She’ll be stressed and exhausted for several years. Possibly decades, if her son is anything like mine were.”

“Hey,” Josh said, “you mean if the boy is anything like TC or Cody. We all know I was a perfect angel.”

That got a few laughs, which lightened the mood.

“Okay,” Xander said. “We have to tell her, and we have to do it soon.”

“Let me,” Carly said. “I’ll speak to her as the family lawyer, which might not embarrass her as much as if she heard it from the people she thinks of as her family.”

“It’s not her fault,” Xander said. “She doesn’t have any reason to be embarrassed.”

“No,” Carly agreed. “She’s young and goodhearted, and plenty of smart women have been tricked by bad men. But whether or not we think she should be embarrassed, she probably will be. I’ll tell her how we’re planning to handle this, and then the rest of you can gently sympathize and let her know that no one blames her or thinks she’s more trouble than she’s worth.”

“She never could be,” Xander said.

Carly and Mama exchanged a glance that seemed to carry a whole conversation. Uh-oh. He might have let his feelings show more than he’d intended here as well. Apparently when Daisy was in trouble, he couldn’t control his emotions.

What if he said something about Daisy being like a little sister to him? It might deflect their suspicion, but it felt like a lie. Besides, he probably couldn’t pull it off. Everyone said he was a terrible liar. Well, as long as Daisy didn’t suspect his feelings, it didn’t matter too much what other people thought. They didn’t have to warn him that he couldn’t ask out an employee. He was perfectly aware.

“We’ll take care of her,” Mama promised. “She’s one of us now.”


Chapter Seventeen


A knock came at Daisy’s door. She wasn’t expecting anyone, was she? She tried to keep track of the schedule of planned visitors on her phone, but she might have missed something. Or maybe Auntie Rhonda had simply decided to show up whenever she wanted. She’d broadly hinted that she ought to be godmother, which had seemed fair to Daisy then, but now Rhonda practically acted like she had as much claim to the baby as Daisy did.

Well, if Rhonda had showed up uninvited and unexpected, she’d have to take Daisy in her present messy state, with her bun coming undone and baby spit-up on her shoulder.

She opened the door and immediately wished she hadn’t.

“William.” Saying the name seemed to take all her breath.

“Hello.” His gaze swept over her. “Don’t you look a fright. I guess this is what happens when you don’t have me around to make sure you take care of yourself.”

Daisy gulped and tried to find her voice. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to see you and the baby, of course.” He took a step closer and loomed over her. He always had used his height to make her feel small. “It’s my baby too, after all.”

Daisy gripped the doorframe in one hand and the door handle in the other, as much to hold herself upright as to block his entrance. It wasn’t as if she’d be able to keep him from pushing her aside if it came to that.

She didn’t want William in her cottage. She didn’t want her safe space tainted with his presence. She didn’t want him to see Avery. She’d hoped he’d lost interest in her once she ran away.

But how would she really know? She’d blocked his calls. She hadn’t told him where she was. And Avery was his baby. That gave him some rights, didn’t it?

The ranch dogs stood behind William, ears up and alert. Usually they ran around visitors, nuzzling hands, wagging their tails. But now they seemed more like they were waiting for a command, and they watched William as if suspecting he was here to steal the silverware. It gave Daisy a little courage. She didn’t want William in her house, and it was her house, no matter who had paid for it. She could introduce him to Avery, but she didn’t have to invite William in.

“Wait here a minute,” she said. “I’ll get my baby.”

“Our baby.” William stepped forward.

The old Daisy would have backed up as he pushed into her personal space. Now she pressed herself against the doorjamb on one side and clung to the door with her other hand, filling the opening with her body. “One minute. Wait here.” Maybe he could push her aside, but he’d have to do it with his hands, not merely with his attitude.

For a moment his eyes widened, as if startled that she hadn’t immediately given way. Then his gaze narrowed. He put a hand on the door.

Lucky pushed between her and William, forcing him back. Buddy growled.

William flinched at the sound. “Fine. One minute. I won’t wait any longer than that.”

She closed the door and locked it. She leaned against it, gasping for breath. What could she do? Call Xander? He and Ava, and probably Josh and some ranch hands, wouldn’t be too far away. They’d come if she called them.

But what was she supposed to say? The father of her baby had showed up wanting to meet the baby? That sounded so reasonable. They didn’t know him like she did. She’d been fooled by him for so long before she saw past the surface. She’d almost married him. How could she explain that his presence now made her feel sick and dizzy, on the verge of panic?

She hurried into the nursery, where Avery was sleeping. She picked him up and pressed him to her chest, breathing in his baby scent and feeling his comforting weight in her arms.

“You’re mine,” she whispered. “I’m never letting you go.”

Her breathing slowed. She was being foolish. William didn’t really want to take care of a baby. She was quite sure that if they had married, all that would have fallen on Daisy. Babies were messy and loud and demanding, all things William hated. He wanted a wife, not an ex-girlfriend with a baby. He’d find someone else to marry, and they’d have children together, and he’d lose interest in Avery.

Her jaw clenched at the thought. How could anyone lose interest in this perfect child? Still, she hoped it was true. Surely he’d give up custody if she promised never to ask anything of him. Carly would help her with the paperwork to make sure William didn’t try any sneaky legal tricks.

She crossed the living room and took a couple of deep breaths, forcing her emotions under control. Then she shifted Avery into her left arm so she could open the door.

“Here he is.” She turned so William could see Avery’s face but kept both arms around the baby and her body blocking the door.

William barely glanced at Avery. “It’s healthy?”

“Yes, he’s healthy. This is Avery.”

“Avery?” His brows drew together. “That sounds like a girl’s name.”

“Avery is for either girls or boys.”

“You should have named him William.”

The sound that came out of her mouth was somewhere between a laugh and a growl. “Well, I didn’t. I named him after Ava, the woman who hired me here, because she’s been so kind to me. Kinder than my own family,” she added pointedly.

“Well, we can change it. Pack your things.”

“What?”

He smiled. She’d once thought that smile was kind. “We’ll go home and forget about this foolishness. I’m willing to forgive you.”

“I—what? No! I’m not going home—I mean, this is my home. I live here now.” She lifted her chin. “I have a job and my own place, and I’m happier than I’ve ever been.” The thought steadied her. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“Then the child is.” He reached for Avery.

Daisy screamed. She held Avery tightly, but she couldn’t win a wrestling match with William, and she couldn’t risk Avery getting hurt in a tussle. He started crying, from the noise or her tight hold or both.

A dog barked. William yelped and stumbled backward. Buddy had ahold of his pants and was pulling him away from Daisy. Lucky got in between Daisy and William, hackles raised, snarling in a way Daisy had never heard before.

Daisy slumped against the doorframe, holding Avery tight, choking on sobs. She’d never seen the friendly dogs act like this before.

William struggled to reach her. “Help! Let me in!”

“No!” She backed through the door, slammed it shut, and locked it. The dogs wouldn’t really hurt William. At least, she was pretty sure they wouldn’t. And to be honest, she couldn’t bring herself to care much if they did.

Except then he might sue the Tomlinsons. Oh no. This was a disaster. What had she done? She needed to call Carly.

Shouting came from outside. Daisy moved to the window and looked out. The dogs now stood on either side of Josh, still looking alert and dangerous. He must have called them off. Xander was right up in William’s face, yelling. She’d never seen Xander get more than mildly annoyed before.

Carly eased herself in between them. Xander turned and stomped off as Carly said something to William that had him quickly backing away. She turned her head toward Josh. He nodded and followed William, the dogs at his heel.

Ava hurried toward Daisy’s door. For a moment, Daisy could only lean against the wall, holding Avery as he squirmed and fussed. But she needed to unlock the door. She needed to explain this disaster.

She made it the few steps to the door and opened it. As she gazed at Ava, tears pooled in her eyes, and her throat felt too tight for words.

“Oh, honey.” Ava enveloped Daisy and Avery in a hug.

Sometime later, they were on the couch, although Daisy had no memory of moving there. Xander stood in front of her. “Are you all right?” he asked.

She nodded.

“You’re sure? You’re not hurt?”

“I’m okay.” Humiliated, yes. Angry and scared, absolutely. “I’m not hurt.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Josh will make sure he really leaves the property this time.”

She sniffled and nodded again. Then his words penetrated. “This time?”

He winced. “Mama and Carly will explain.” He headed out the door. She wanted to call him back, but what would she say?

“I don’t understand.” She held Avery tight, possibly too tight, because the baby wouldn’t stop crying. Daisy’s thoughts ricocheted: William, here. Avery, upset. Something about Carly? The dogs, such good dogs, she ought to give them a treat. She wanted to get in her car and drive away. She needed to check the locks. Avery was crying, crying, and the sound was pounding in her brain, but she loved him more than anything and wouldn’t let him go.

Ava slid her arm around Daisy’s shoulders and pulled her close, whispering promises that everything would be okay. Daisy wished she could believe.

Someone rapped on the door. Daisy flinched, her whole body reacting to the sound.

Ava gave her hand a squeeze and got up to answer.

It wasn’t William coming back. They would’ve made sure of that. Daisy jiggled Avery on her lap, too fast to calm the baby who was still complaining about the interruption to his nap.

The rumble of Xander’s voice came from the doorway. Daisy couldn’t hear the soft-spoken words, but something in her immediately relaxed. Not everything, but something.

He and Ava exchanged a few words. Ava looked back at Daisy and said, “If you need anything, just call.” Then she was gone, and Xander was coming in.

Daisy ducked her head, her face hot. William had shown up here uninvited, and caused a scene in front of everyone, and now they all knew what a fool she’d been to ever get involved with him, and Avery wouldn’t stop crying, and she was a terrible mother because she was still too worried about William, worried about what Xander thought, to concentrate fully on her own baby.

Xander sat beside her. “Do you want me to take him for a minute?”

No. She didn’t want to let go of Avery, ever. But that was ridiculous and also impractical. She was still on edge, her hands trembling, and if she couldn’t calm herself, how could she calm her baby? Avery might be picking up on her mood, and her feelings were, to say the least, chaotic.

“All right.” She passed him over.

Xander stood and strolled around the room. Avery didn’t settle right away. Daisy was almost glad of that. It was bad enough that Xander was as perfect as he was, and Daisy wanted him and couldn’t have him. It would be totally outrageous if her baby preferred him too.

In a couple of minutes, Avery’s cries became quieter and less frequent, and Daisy heard Xander’s low humming sounds. She’d have to try that. Avery didn’t seem to mind her singing voice, but she was too self-conscious about her inability to carry a tune to sing in front of anyone else. That meant sometimes Avery started fussing when Auntie Rhonda and her friends were here, making it look like Daisy didn’t know how to soothe her own baby. Granted, she often didn’t, and the older women didn’t always do much better despite clamoring for the chance to try. But walking and humming might ease Daisy’s nerves when she felt like everyone was watching to see her succeed or fail, and that might make Avery calmer too.

Avery finally settled. Daisy felt steadier as well, and she honestly couldn’t say if it was the mere passage of time, or if she was responding to Xander’s calm presence the same way her baby was.

“I’ll put him in the bassinet,” Xander said. “Unless you need to feed him. He’s not wet.”

“No, he had a good feed less than an hour ago.” Her face went hot again. She was talking about breast-feeding, her breasts, with . . . with her boss. Yes, she’d think of him that way, nothing more.

He went into the baby’s room. Daisy’s hands twitched with the urge to grab Avery back and keep him close, but that might get him worked up again, and she couldn’t hold onto him forever. Not literally. Probably not even figuratively, no matter how much she might want to.

Oh, Lord. She almost sobbed out loud. What would she do if William fought her for custody? What if he won? He was older and had his own business, while she was the silly flake who ran away from her wedding. A court might decide he’d make the better parent, even with Carly arguing in Daisy’s favor. Daisy didn’t think William even really wanted full custody of Avery, certainly not without a compliant woman to take care of the baby, but he’d been humiliated, first by her rejection, and now by the Tomlinsons running him off. He might fight simply to punish her.

Xander murmured to Avery as he settled the baby in the bassinet. Daisy thought she caught the words sweet, handsome, and perfect, but those might be her own opinions shining through.

He came back and sat on the couch. Calico hopped up and settled in his lap. Great, everyone preferred Xander. She managed a smile at the thought, but just barely.

“I guess Mama told you what happened,” Xander said.

“Um. Not really.” What was there to tell? William had come to get her and Avery back, whether they wanted to go or not. Once he was gone, Ava had spent the time comforting Daisy. If she’d said anything important, Daisy had been too upset to notice.

Xander’s earlier words came back to her.

“Wait, you said something about making sure William would leave this time. Has he been here before?”

“No. Well, not on a different occasion. But I talked to him before you did. Carly, Josh, and I did.”

“I don’t understand.” Her head ached, and she wanted to crawl into bed, but this was too important to ignore.

“I’m really sorry. Herman called that he was here. I let him in to see what he wanted. I don’t want you to think you’re not safe here. We told Herman to let all the guards know that William isn’t welcome back, unless they hear from you first. But if you do want to meet with him for any reason, I hope you’ll bring someone along—Carly, maybe. She’ll keep him in line.”

Daisy hadn’t even gotten around to thinking about how William had gotten past the guards at the ranch road. If she’d bothered to wonder, she might have assumed he’d talked his way past them.

“Okay,” she said. “But I still don’t get it. If he came to see me, why didn’t anyone tell me? Opening the door and seeing him there—” She shuddered. “I would’ve preferred a warning.”

“I’m more sorry than I can say.” He lifted a hand toward her but let it drop. “He didn’t actually ask to see you first. He wanted to see one of us.”

“Us? You mean your family?”

He nodded. “It seemed like he was hoping . . . Well, like maybe he was hoping we’d give him some money if he’d leave you alone.”

“Seemed like?” Daisy’s hands clenched in her lap. “What exactly did he say?”

Xander winced. “He asked for money. Said we could afford it. Which we can, but Carly said we shouldn’t set a precedent by paying too quickly. And, well, he accused us of taking you away from him.”

“That’s not true! I didn’t even meet you until a few months after I moved here.” Well, except for seeing Xander at the fundraiser, but that hardly counted.

“I know. You should’ve seen Carly. She went all lawyer on him and told him to get out. Then we were in the office talking about it. She has an idea for how to get him to go away, and we were going to tell you, I promise we were, but we were just discussing it first, and we had no idea that he must not have left. He took off down the road, so we assumed, but we should have watched to make sure he actually left the property, or called the guard. I didn’t think of it though. I never imagined. And he came back and scared you, and I’m so sorry.”

Daisy took a minute to process everything she’d learned. If it wasn’t humiliating enough to have William come back and try to drag her away, she had to also learn that he didn’t even want her. He simply saw her position with the Tomlinsons as a way to get some money. She might have been relieved, if it weren’t so enraging.

“I actually believed he wanted to see Avery,” she finally said. “I didn’t want him to come in, but I thought he had a right to meet his child.”

Xander shook his head. “If he wanted a relationship, he should have done better earlier.”

Daisy swiped tendrils of hair back from her face. She was still wearing the dirty shirt, and she could feel the hair tie slipping out of her messy bun. It wasn’t fair that she had to deal with all this without even a clean dress or tidy hair. Damn William, telling her she looked a fright! As if every new mother didn’t have bad moments.

“You’re right,” she said. “He’s not getting Avery. I’ll do whatever I have to do in order to keep my son away from that man. Go into hiding. Leave the country. He doesn’t deserve Avery.”

“No!” He jerked up straighter. “I mean, you don’t have to do that, any of it. You can stay here. We’ll make sure you’re safe, I promise. We’ll take care of everything.”

Her throat closed again. She was both grateful for their consideration and angry that they thought she couldn’t handle things on her own, and they were right. She was such a mess. She didn’t deserve this family.

“Give me a minute.” She hurried to the bathroom, where she washed her face and brushed her hair. Then she ducked into her bedroom to change her blouse. There. She might not be a great beauty, or even at her best, but she looked and felt human again.

She came out to find Xander in the kitchen, with the kettle on the stove. “I thought you might want a cup of tea.”

“More like a bottle of wine, but yeah, okay. Look, you shouldn’t give William any money. That’s not right.”

“Talk to Carly about it,” he said. “She’s our lawyer, and we follow her advice on this kind of thing. We want William to go away, so we’ll make him go away, one way or another.”

“He’s my problem.” She felt sick with worry, but she ought to fight her own battles—with Carly as her lawyer, because she wasn’t an idiot and Avery deserved the best.

Xander stepped closer and met her gaze. “You’re one of us, so he’s our problem.”

She stared at him as her breath came faster and her vision blurred. She wanted to be strong, but she wanted help more—needed help—and Xander offered it without waiting to be asked and she adored him so much.

Then his arms were around her, and she was clinging to him.

“Shh, it’s okay,” he murmured, stroking her back. “We’ve got you. We won’t let anything happen to you or Avery. Come on, do you think I wouldn’t protect that precious child with everything I have? We won’t let anyone hurt you, either of you, I promise.”

Daisy tipped her head back. Their faces were so close, and he was so sweet, so handsome, so dear. She stretched up, nearly able to reach now that she didn’t have the huge belly in front of her, and her lips met his.

Heaven. Everything she’d wanted, and more than she’d dared to dream. He didn’t push at her and force his tongue past her lips. Instead he caressed, tender, cherishing, sinking into her mouth as she opened to him.

All too soon, he pulled back. His arms dropped away. “I’m sorry.” He took two steps backward. “I shouldn’t have done that. It wasn’t—you’re—I would never try to take advantage of an employee, and you’re upset, and—it won’t happen again. Please don’t leave.”

She stared at him for a few seconds, her mouth open. “Don’t apologize.” Her face flamed. “That was all me. You don’t have to pretend otherwise.”

He watched her, warily, as if afraid she might attack. He saw it as a mistake. Kissing her was a mistake.

She tried to force her mouth into a smile. “It’s probably the hormones, you know. Crazy pregnant woman! I mean, not pregnant anymore, but still, lots of hormones. We can forget it ever happened.”

“As long as you’re not—as long as you feel comfortable here.” He edged toward the door. “Safe. That’s all I want. I’ll go. I’m sorry—”

“Stop it!” The words burst out of her. “Don’t say it again. Nothing is your fault.”

His mouth opened and closed a couple of times. “Okay, I’m—I’ll go.”

And then he was gone. Suddenly Daisy could barely stand. She stumbled to her room to throw herself on her bed and cry.


Chapter Eighteen


Daisy regretted her plan to come into the office every day that week, but since she’d insisted she was ready to work, she could hardly back down.

Well, she could. Make up an excuse about how she still ached more than she’d expected. Or tell them she hadn’t slept well after William’s visit, which was true. Or simply say she wasn’t coming in after all. They’d encouraged her to take a longer maternity leave, so why would they complain?

Unfortunately, even if she stayed home an extra day or week or month, eventually she had to go back into the office and face Xander again. Putting it off wouldn’t help. She’d just have more time to worry about it and obsess over potential scenarios. The worst she’d imagined to date was not only getting fired but being sued for sexual harassment, enabling William to get custody of Avery. Surely the reality would be a relief in comparison.

She did have one option to avoid ever seeing Xander again after her humiliation. She could quit her job and move. Ideally someplace far away. Timbuktu maybe. Or Alaska. But she didn’t enjoy snow.

No way would she go back to William. She didn’t want to return to her parents’ home, where they would scold her about her many mistakes and pressure her to reconcile with William, if they let her in at all.

Auntie Rhonda would take her in, as she had before. That would keep Daisy and Avery in Last Stand, so they could stay in touch with Ava, and Daisy might be able to deepen her friendships with Carly, Hallie, and Mallory. But it would also mean the constant chance of running into Xander somewhere. Besides, Daisy had a feeling her aunt would find it exhausting to live with a baby full time, no matter how much she enjoyed their visits.

And Daisy would find it exhausting to live with her aunt again.

She didn’t want to go anywhere. She loved her little cottage. She loved living on the ranch, where she could cuddle rabbits or play with the dogs or pet horses—maybe even ride horses someday, after certain body parts completely healed. She wanted to stay there, and she wanted Avery to grow up surrounded by animals and the green rolling hills. She wanted him to have a loving extended family. The Tomlinsons had welcomed her and Avery with wide open arms and generous hearts. She couldn’t take that away from her baby.

So she had to go back to the office and face Xander. The embarrassment would fade. She’d be professional and work her hardest and pretend the kiss had never happened, so they’d have no reason to ask her to leave. Things would return to normal. If she couldn’t have Xander, at least she could keep the job she enjoyed and the home she loved. She might be living among billionaires, but she was ordinary. Her reach shouldn’t exceed her grasp.

It would be enough. It had to be. It was still better than she ever imagined she might have, six months ago.

Daisy took longer than she should have to get herself ready, trying on several outfits before finding one that fit her new body reasonably well and then fixing her hair.

Of course, after that, Avery started crying and Daisy’s breasts started leaking, and she’d forgotten to insert her nursing pads, so she nursed Avery again and had to change her outfit again. The alternate didn’t look as good on her, but it was passably professional, and it wasn’t as if she was trying to look gorgeous.

She checked the diaper bag that had been waiting for her when they gave her the cottage. It was filled with more items than Daisy had ever imagined a baby might need, so she could probably manage to be a few minutes away from home for two hours.

At last she put Avery into his stroller and made the short walk to the office. Even walking slowly so Avery could look around and she could enjoy the early winter sun, the trip took less than five minutes. She patted her hair in case the slight breeze had pulled any tendrils loose. Finally she took a deep breath and went in.

Ava greeted her, but Xander wasn’t there. Daisy couldn’t even decide if she was relieved or annoyed after all her preparation.

They got the baby settled in the cute rocking crib from the attic. “It’s hard to believe my boys were ever small enough to fit in here, isn’t it?” Ava knelt by the crib and made faces at Avery.

“Uh-huh. Speaking of your boys, where’s Xander today?” That was an awkward segue, but it might be the best opening she’d get. “I thought he’d be done with chores by now, since things are a bit quieter this time of year.”

“The boys decided to do the annual check and overhaul of all the equipment.” Ava leaned back. “Oof. Help me up. My knees aren’t what they once were.” She held out a hand.

Daisy helped her to her feet. “So he’ll be out all day?”

“Well, most of our machines and vehicles are less than a year old now, so I doubt it will take long. I’m not even sure the check is necessary, but I guess it doesn’t hurt to keep up the habit.”

Great. Daisy’s nerves were already in tatters from preparing to see Xander. Now she’d be on edge the whole time she was in the office, knowing he might appear at any minute.

Ava was studying her. “Okay, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” Daisy glanced all around, avoiding Ava’s gaze.

Ava tucked her arm through Daisy’s and led her toward the kitchenette counter. “Let’s get a nice cup of tea, and you can tell me all about it.”

Daisy let out a weak laugh. “All about nothing?”

Ava’s sideways glance revealed a woman far shrewder than Ava usually let on. “You’re as skittish as a long-tailed cat in a roomful of rocking chairs. Xander was moping all last night, and he found an excuse to be away from the office on your first day back instead of here holding the baby all day. I’m pretty sure he’s not avoiding Avery, so something is wrong between you two.”

Daisy swallowed past her tight throat. She wanted to tell Ava everything. She wanted to flee.

She chose a tea bag from the vast selection on hand and waited until the electric kettle finished heating the water. Darn it, that thing was far too efficient. Ava led the way to the reading room, where they sat on the sofa.

Daisy bobbed her tea bag in the hot water, watching the color change. Ava waited quietly.

Finally Daisy said, “You know what yesterday was like. I was so angry at William and afraid I’d lose Avery, and then Xander promised y’all would take care of everything, which is not your job—but that’s another matter. Anyway, maybe I got caught up in the emotion, or something, because . . . because I kissed him. Xander, not William, obviously.”

“Aww!” Ava pressed a hand to her chest.

Daisy winced at the tone. “No. Definitely not aww. It was . . . It was a mistake.” She stared at her tea, but if the tea leaves had any advice for her, it was hidden away in the little mesh bag.

Ava didn’t respond, and finally Daisy forced her gaze up, dreading what she might see.

“Why was it a mistake?” Ava asked gently.

“Because . . .” She couldn’t find the words.

Ava’s eyebrows went up. “I hope you’re not telling me my son is a terrible kisser.”

Daisy almost choked. She thought her face was warm before that, but now she was hot enough to raise the room temperature. “No.” She did not want to talk to Xander’s mother about his kissing. “He’s been so kind to me that I guess I got a little crush on him. That doesn’t mean he feels the same way.”

“I see.” Ava had a sly half smile. “So he didn’t kiss you back?”

Daisy opened her mouth. She closed it again, thinking back. Hadn’t she noticed at the time that with her shrunken belly she was almost able to stretch up to meet his mouth? But almost, not quite. If he’d turned his face away or even kept his chin up, the most she could have managed was a kiss to the jaw.

So he must have leaned down to meet her. And he hadn’t pulled away until after they’d had quite a definite kiss. She couldn’t say how long it had lasted—it had seemed both endless and over too soon—but he’d kissed her for a minute.

“He did kiss me back. But then I guess he changed his mind or regretted it. He said it was a mistake, and it wouldn’t happen again.”

“Oh, honey.” Ava patted her leg. “I’m surprised you haven’t figured it out. I thought you knew Xander better than that.”

Daisy frowned. “Figured out what?”

“Xander is a gentleman.”

“Well, yeah, but—” She pressed fingertips to her temple, feeling like the truth was just out of her grasp. “It wasn’t like he forced himself on me. I did start it.”

“Xander sees himself as your employer. He knows how your last employer pressured you into a relationship you didn’t want. Even without that, I doubt he’d want to risk making you uncomfortable by flirting or asking you out. But I’ve seen the way he watches you.”

“Oh! You mean . . .”

“I mean if he’s not already in love with you, he’s halfway there.”

Daisy felt cold and hot and tingly and numb all at once. Everything she thought she knew was shifting. Xander liked her! The kiss wasn’t a mistake because he didn’t actually want to kiss her. It was a mistake because he thought he’d done her some harm. The sweet idiot.

Ava had that secret half smile again.

“You’re not mad?” Daisy asked. “I know what Auntie Rhonda said, but I honestly never imagined . . . I still can’t really believe anyone would be interested in a woman who just gave birth, let alone someone like Xander.”

Ava chuckled. “You mean someone who adores babies of all species? Xander would never see Avery as a drawback.”

“I guess . . . Wait, do you think that’s why Xander likes me? Because I have a cute baby and . . . and he feels sorry for me or something?” Daisy winced at the thought. Xander had such a soft spot for creatures in trouble. She didn’t want to be the romantic equivalent of a box of sick kittens.

“Don’t sell yourself short.” Ava gripped her arm. “You are a beautiful, sweet, clever young woman. Why do you think William targeted you? His only mistake was not realizing you had hidden strength.”

“Wow. I mean, thank you.” Daisy’s head spun. Xander really cared for her? And Ava approved? “I’m . . . halfway in love with him as well.” More than half. “I promise I’m not a gold digger.”

“Sweetie, you don’t have to tell me that. You know, Rhonda wasn’t entirely wrong in thinking that Xander needed a woman placed right in front of him. He doesn’t like crowds, so he doesn’t go out much. Come to think of it, all my boys would be in trouble if they had to go looking for women. Carly and Mallory were already connected to the family, because they were friends with Cody in high school, and Hallie is Mallory’s cousin. But Xander skipped some grades, so his classmates were generally older, and he didn’t make friends easily anyway.”

Daisy’s heart sank. “I don’t want to be the one he falls for simply because I’m available and right in front of him.”

“I didn’t mean it like that,” Ava said. “I only meant that he needs time to get to know someone, and that’s hard when he barely leaves the ranch. Rhonda wasn’t wrong about you being the right woman either. I simply figured it would be a lot more comfortable for both of you if you met as coworkers rather than some kind of awkward blind date.”

Daisy felt like she was in an emotional boxing match, getting tossed from one side of the ring to the other, unable to even see the next punch coming. “You mean you wanted . . . you thought we might . . . like each other?”

“Mm. I hoped you might.” Ava tapped her lips with one finger. “I didn’t think about the difficulty of dating a coworker though. That was a mistake.”

Daisy couldn’t think of anything to say. Finally one thought filtered through the rest and coalesced. “What am I supposed to do now?”

“Well, Xander won’t make the first move. If you want him, you’ll have to say something.”

Daisy cringed. Could she do that? Put her heart on the line?

Ava was right. Even if Daisy got a different job, Xander would never make the first move if he thought it might make her uncomfortable. He respected her too much to put her in an awkward position.

She’d never imagined respect would be such an annoying quality.

If Daisy wanted Xander, she had to say something. And he was worth it.

“But what do I do about his concern over dating an employee?” she asked. “Maybe I could find a different job now that I’m not pregnant, but I like this job and I don’t want to have to put Avery in daycare.” She probably couldn’t afford to pay for daycare either. And if she wasn’t working at the ranch, she’d have to offer to give up the cottage. Xander was worth sacrifices—but maybe being around billionaires had changed her, because she didn’t want to compromise. She wanted it all.

Ava shrugged. “That’s easy enough. We’ll shift you over to working for the family foundation instead of the ranch directly. Xander doesn’t have much to do with the charitable foundation, so you won’t be working for him anymore.”

“Oh. That sounds remarkably simple.”

“I’ve been on this Earth almost sixty years, and I’ve learned a few things. First of all, some things you can’t fix and can’t change.” Grief washed over Ava’s face, and Daisy suspected Ava was thinking of her late husband. Ava brightened. “But lots of things are simple enough, if you stop fussing and just do what you need to do. There’s usually a good solution staring you in the face.” She winked. “Although being rich does make things easier.”

In his cradle, Avery yawned and made a smacking sound. Ava leaned forward to tuck the blanket back from his face. “Of course, we don’t have a separate office for the family foundation, so you and Xander will have to figure out how to work next to each other on completely separate jobs.” She flashed a grin at Daisy. “And you’ll have to keep bringing Avery here, so I can spoil him. Do you mind?”

Daisy blinked back tears. “I think I can live with that.”


Chapter Nineteen


Xander leaned on a wrench. The wrench slipped off the stuck bolt, and his hand banged into metal in the engine. He grunted and swore.

Josh leaned against the old combine. “You want to tell me why you dragged me out here to look at a bunch of practically new equipment, and when you couldn’t find anything to fix, decided to tackle that piece of junk that hasn’t worked in years?”

“No.” Xander shook out his hand.

“You going to tell me anyway?”

Xander sighed, grabbed a relatively clean rag to wipe his hands, and turned.

Daisy stood silhouetted in the barn door. He’d recognize her anywhere, even with her body now so different, in a dress he’d never seen before and with her hair swept up into a new style.

“Xander Tomlinson, I need to speak to you.” She sounded mad.

He’d hoped by staying away from the office, they’d have a chance to get past the awkwardness, so they could pretend nothing had happened between them. Not that he’d been able to forget that kiss. Not that he ever would forget it. The sight of her, even angry, churned him up inside and he wanted nothing more than to throw himself at her feet and beg her to love him half as much as he loved her.

She stepped cautiously into the barn.

“Wait.” He hurried toward her. “You don’t want to come in here. It’s dirty.”

“You don’t get to tell me what I want or what I can do.” She crossed her arms, but she waited where she was, and they stepped back into the sunshine.

“I just don’t want you to mess up your sandals or get manure on your feet,” he said.

They both looked down at her feet in cute little strappy sandals.

“I can’t fit in my dress shoes anymore.” She tossed her head. “Never mind that. I have something to say to you, and you’re going to listen.”

“Yes ma’am.” He braced himself for a dressing down. Maybe it would be for the best. If she put him in his place, he might find it easier to stay there. If she told him she wanted nothing to do with him, he might stop thinking about her all the time.

Probably not, but maybe.

She took a step closer, hands on her hips. Sunlight gilded her face and brought out the golden flecks in her eyes. A tendril of hair caressed her temple. He wanted to slide his arms around her and sink into another kiss.

“I like you,” she said.

Xander blinked. “Um?”

“I like you a lot. I want to be with you.” A flush washed over her cheeks, but she kept her gaze steady on him. “I know you’re worried about being my boss, but we can fix that. Your mama already has a solution.”

“My mama . . .” He glanced back into the darkness of the barn, where Josh was pretending to fiddle with the combine engine. “She knows what happened between us?”

“You don’t give her enough credit.” Daisy tossed her head again. “Never mind that. The point is I like you, and I’d like to be in a relationship with you, but I need to know that you want it too. And not out of sympathy for me because I’m one of your sad little abandoned creatures, or because you love babies and I have one. I need to know that you want me for me.”

Xander could only stare, his mouth open but his mind unable to form words. Was this really happening? Daisy wanted him too? Not just because she felt grateful or was scared and needed comfort, but for real? A relationship, she’d said. He could have that?

“Okay. I said my piece.” She smiled and patted his arm. “It’s all right. You don’t have to say anything now. You figure out what you want, and you let me know.” She spun and scurried away.

Xander watched her go. Part of his mind yelled at him to follow, but he couldn’t seem to make his body move.

Josh stepped up next to him. “So it’s like that.”

Xander found his voice. “You don’t sound surprised.”

Josh merely chuckled and patted Xander’s shoulder. “I’ll clean up in here.”

“I’ll help. I need a minute. I can’t . . .”

“Yep, the right woman will make you feel like you can’t think straight.”

They cleaned up the tools in companionable silence. Xander kept glancing toward the barn door. Had that really happened? It wasn’t his imagination, a dream? His stinging knuckles told him he was awake. And he’d had plenty of daydreams about Daisy, but he didn’t think his imagination was good enough to bring her to life in that much detail.

Daisy had made everything sound simple. They could figure out a way to be together. She wanted to be with him! He almost burst into song.

But what else had she said? She needed to know he cared for her, not simply because she was someone in need or had a baby. He adored Avery, but he’d met plenty of babies and not fallen in love with the mothers. And he didn’t see Daisy as someone in need. She was one of the strongest people he knew.

He ought to tell her that.

“I think I’m ready to talk to Daisy now.”

“Have fun.” Josh grinned and gave him a cheerful wave.

Xander went to the cottage and knocked. No one answered. Had she decided to take a nap? Surely she couldn’t settle down so quickly after that emotional scene. But maybe it had exhausted her. Or maybe she was nursing Avery and didn’t want to get up.

Or maybe she’d changed her mind.

No, he wouldn’t panic. He hated to knock again in case Avery was sleeping, but he’d already made Daisy wait a good ten minutes for his answer. He didn’t want her to think he was indifferent. He knocked again, briefly but loudly enough that she should hear from any room. He listened carefully but didn’t hear anyone call to him. The door stayed closed.

Xander grunted in annoyance at himself. Idiot. She’d returned to the office that day. Obviously, since she was dressed for work and had spoken to Mama. Daisy had scrambled his brains real good.

Xander started for the office, but he glanced down at his dirty, grease-stained clothes. He ought to shower and change first. Declarations of love should come from someone who looked halfway presentable. He hurried to the house and cleaned up.

When he left his room, he heard voices in the living room. He paused, listening, and winced when he heard Rhonda’s booming voice. He generally avoided her, since she made him feel like a strange insect at a zoo. But then Mama’s softer voice came, and if those two were there, Daisy might be with them.

He gathered his nerves and stepped into the archway to the living room. Rhonda and Mama sat on the sofa with mugs of coffee and a plate of shortbread. No Daisy, or even Avery.

“Um. I thought Daisy might be here with you. I’ll check the office.” He turned.

“She took Avery to the doctor,” Mama said.

Xander whipped around.

“Nothing’s wrong. It’s just the usual baby wellness visit.”

His shoulders dropped. “Okay. Good. I’ll see her when she gets back then.”

“She might be a little longer than usual today.” Rhonda glanced at her watch. “I’d better get over there.”

Xander wasn’t surprised that Daisy’s aunt would accompany her to the doctor’s office, but if Daisy and Avery were at the doctor’s office now, why was Rhonda here? Maybe they were going to lunch or something after.

“Why?” he asked. “I mean, why might she be longer?” His face heated under Rhonda’s stern look. “Not that it’s any of my business, but I’d like to talk to her as soon as possible.”

“You might have to wait a while.” Rhonda tapped the side of her nose. “It’s a big day for my girl. Before long, she’ll be having an emotional reunion.”

Xander grabbed the edge of the archway for support. “Not William?”

Rhonda snorted. “Certainly not! She’s better off without him. But Daisy’s mother wants to reconcile and see the baby. I knew my idiot sister would come to her senses eventually. She won’t want to miss out on her grandson, even if she disapproves of Daisy being unmarried.”

“Daisy didn’t say anything about seeing her mama,” Mama said.

“She doesn’t know.” Rhonda grinned. “Daisy won’t take her mother’s calls, so Beverly asked me to set this up. I’ll head to town and meet Bev, and we’ll grab Daisy when she’s done at the doctor. I figured a neutral place like the café would be better than bringing Beverly here.”

Xander’s head pounded. He didn’t like to think of Daisy being surprised like that. If she chose not to see her mother, Rhonda shouldn’t force it.

Mama frowned. “I know you mean well, but Daisy’s had a lot on her mind lately. I’m not sure she’ll appreciate the surprise.”

Rhonda stood. “I’ll be there to mediate. If Beverly doesn’t apologize for trying to force Daisy to marry William, I’ll whisk Daisy away. Don’t worry. I have her best interests at heart.” She headed for the door.

When the door closed behind Rhonda, Xander shifted his gaze to Mama. She looked as troubled as he felt.

“I hope Rhonda knows what she’s doing,” Mama said.

“I don’t like it.” Xander tried to sort through his anxiety. Rhonda made him nervous, but she cared deeply for Daisy and Avery. Was he merely reacting due to his own feelings about Rhonda? And if Daisy’s mother was ready to apologize and accept Daisy’s choices, maybe a reunion would make her happy. This could be a good thing.

As long as Daisy didn’t decide to move back home.

But that wasn’t fair. He should support whatever choices made her happy. He couldn’t let his own fear of losing her get in the way. Daisy had said they could work out the problem of her being his employee. They could work out the distance too, if they had to. Xander didn’t want to leave the ranch, but he’d do it for Daisy.

But behind all of those thoughts, alarm bells were still going off. Maybe it was simply because so much had happened in the last twenty-four hours. First William had showed up and tried to drag Daisy away . . .

Daisy’s mother thought Daisy should have married William. She might still think so.

“I don’t like the timing of this. Not after yesterday.” Xander paced. “I’m going to town. If everything seems to be going well, I won’t interfere. But I’ll be there if Daisy needs me.”

Mama nodded and stood. “I’ll go with you.”

They hurried out. Xander wanted Daisy to need him, or at least desire him. But he didn’t want her to need him because she was in trouble.


Chapter Twenty


Daisy left the doctor’s office smiling. Avery was in good health. Despite the chaos of Daisy’s life, Avery was perfect. Well, perfectly normal, in the doctor’s words, but she’d interpret that how she wanted. A tiny bit of jaundice, but that should clear up on its own, and if it didn’t, they’d use a special lamp. Avery had cooed and gurgled at the doctor, acting like an angel. Now he was dozing in his stroller, and it was hard to imagine this little sweetie waking her up in the middle of the night with his cries and latching on to her nipples so hard she sometimes yelped at the pain.

Now to get him back to the ranch before his next feeding. Would Xander be waiting for her? She understood that he needed time to process things. That was fine. But she’d been glad she had a reason to leave, so she wasn’t pacing anxiously, waiting for his response.

What would she do if Ava was wrong, and Xander wasn’t interested in Daisy romantically, and he was waiting to tell her that the kiss truly was a mistake, and he was only being polite by not pushing her away once she started it . . .

No. She wouldn’t assume the worst until it happened. At least she’d try not to. It was hard to have a positive attitude sometimes, but she was a mother now. She’d try to lead by example, so Avery would grow up believing he deserved good things in life.

A car door opened in front of her. Daisy jerked to a stop, ready to glare at the driver for opening the door in the path of a pedestrian on the sidewalk, but also ready to forgive them quickly if they apologized.

A man got out with a friendly smile that hit Daisy like a bucket of ice water.

William.

She gulped and gripped the stroller handles like a lifeline. It was fine. It would be all right. He couldn’t do anything to her here, in the middle of town. So what if he wanted to talk again? She’d tell him she hadn’t changed her mind, and she’d fight for custody . . . No, she’d refuse to talk to him at all. She’d tell him to go through Carly.

Daisy lifted her chin and met William’s gaze. “Please get out of my way. I have no desire to talk to you.”

He grinned. “Bet I can change your mind.”

He crouched over the stroller. Daisy wanted to flee, but her legs still tingled from the shock, and she couldn’t run fast enough pushing a stroller, and . . .

William stood up holding Avery. He opened the back door of his car and ducked down. A moment later he stood up again empty-handed. He’d put Avery in his car!

Daisy stared, her mouth open. William winked at her. He turned to the front seat.

But he’d left the back door open. Daisy shoved the stroller out of the way and dove into the back of the car. She grabbed Avery from the far side of the seat and hugged him to her chest as she rolled to a sitting position.

The car door slammed beside her. Daisy jerked away from the loud noise. William slid into the front seat.

Daisy lunged for the door.

The car started moving. Daisy had her hand on the door handle, but they were pulling out into the street. Could she jump out holding Avery and cushion him with her own body if she stumbled? What if she dropped him or fell on him or—

The car picked up speed. She’d hesitated and missed her chance.

“What are you doing?” she screamed at William.

“Giving us a chance to talk without anyone else around as a distraction. You used to enjoy talking to me.”

“Listening to you, more like,” she grumbled.

“What was that?” he snapped.

“I said fine. Pull over, and we’ll talk.” Maybe she could get someone’s attention. She didn’t know everyone in town, despite the numbers who had trooped through her cottage to meet Avery. Still, it was a fairly small town, and the Tomlinsons were famous, so most likely everyone had at least heard of her and Avery.

“No, we’ll go back home,” he said. “No distractions there.”

Her phone! She’d had the diaper bag over her shoulder, so she’d dragged it into the car with her. She grabbed the bag and slid her hand into the outer pocket.

No phone. Had it fallen out? Holding Avery to her chest with one arm, she bent down and searched the floor.

“Looking for this?”

She straightened to see William holding up her phone. He must have grabbed it as she was getting in the car.

“I’ll keep it for now,” he said. “You don’t answer your calls anyway.”

They sped through town. It felt like they were going too fast, especially without a car seat for Avery, but no one seemed to notice. Daisy hardly got a chance to glimpse a couple of people talking on the sidewalk before they were past. She scooted over and tried to roll down the window so she’d be ready next time.

The backseat windows didn’t respond. He must have them locked.

And then they were on the road out of town.

Daisy’s breath came too fast. Was she hyperventilating? Her vision grayed, like she might pass out. This couldn’t be happening. She was being kidnapped, she and Avery, and William was dragging them away from the town and people she loved!

She tried to slow her breathing, but the best she could do was drag in bigger breaths, gasping in and out like a landed fish. She pressed back into the seat. She should put her seat belt on. If they crashed, she might have a chance of protecting Avery if she didn’t go flying around the car. But she’d have to loosen her hold on him in order to get the seat belt on, and she couldn’t bear to do that for even a moment.

“Stop!” she sobbed. “You can’t keep me against my will!”

“Of course not,” he said, as if he hadn’t tricked her into the car against her will. “I simply want to spend some time with you to remind you of what we had.” He glanced over his shoulder at her. “Those people lured you away, but we would have been happy. You wanted to marry me once.”

He was delusional. Or more likely, he knew the truth but was trying to convince her she didn’t.

“I made my own decisions.” Her voice shook. “Nobody lured me anywhere.”

He shrugged that off. “You panicked. I can forgive you for that. But now it’s time to come home and marry me.”

“You can’t force me to marry you!”

“No one is forcing you to do anything.” His voice was soothing, a stark contrast to his actions. “You have choices. You can marry me. You can give up custody of Avery.” His voice turned sly. “Or the Tomlinsons can pay to get you back.”

So that was it. He didn’t even really want her anymore, not after her rebellion. He was using her and Avery to get money and punishing her in the process. The Tomlinsons would fight that.

Or would they? It was one thing when William was threatening to sue, and he didn’t have a case. If Ava and Xander—any of them—thought Daisy and Avery were in trouble, they’d pay off William to get Daisy and Avery back. The money wasn’t that important to them.

So she had that option. Simply wait until the Tomlinsons negotiated her freedom.

The money might not be important, but the principle was. Daisy hated the idea of William forcing her friends into anything. Besides, she didn’t want to spend another minute with him.

She had to do something, but what?

“Can’t you keep the kid quiet?” William snapped.

Of course Avery was crying, with a shock like this! No, he was too young to understand what was happening. But he might be picking up on Daisy’s panic. She also might be squeezing him too tightly. Her brain told her arms to loosen her hold a tiny bit. Her arms didn’t follow the command.

She had to think! She’d been on her own for months now—well, on her own surrounded by people who respected her and treated her like a sensible adult capable of making her own decisions. But she’d worked for William for a year. She’d learned how to cater to his whims. She didn’t want to do that anymore, but she ought to be able to use her knowledge to manipulate him.

“He’s hungry,” she said. “Your son needs to be fed.”

“Then do it.”

She wanted to snap at him for being such an idiot. Instead she tried to keep her tone calm and nonconfrontational. “Yes, as soon we stop. As you must know, I can’t nurse a baby in a moving car. In fact, it’s far too dangerous to be driving around without him in a car seat.”

“I’m a good driver.”

She rolled her eyes, then glanced at the rearview mirror to make sure he couldn’t see her face. “It’s not you I’m worried about,” she lied. “What about the other drivers? It only takes one idiot being careless to cause an accident. You always complain about all the idiots on the highway. Besides, you don’t want to get pulled over by the police. It’s illegal to have a baby in a moving car without a car seat.”

He had to think about that for a minute. Obviously he wouldn’t want to be stopped for any kind of violation while he was in the middle of a kidnapping. Of course, he probably didn’t think of it as a kidnapping. He probably thought he was reclaiming what was his, or something equally obnoxious.

“Keep the kid out of sight, and it won’t be an issue,” he finally said.

“It’s hours to get home.” She hoped he didn’t notice how she almost choked on the word home. “We’ll be passing one of those big box stores soon. If you pull off, we can buy a car seat. Then everyone will be safe and legal.”

He scoffed. “And you’ll call for help.”

“Why would I do that?” She tried to sound shy and sweet. “You’re right that I panicked at our wedding. I wasn’t sure you really loved me or wanted our baby. I thought you were being noble, marrying me since I was pregnant. But today has proven that’s not true. Tracking me down in Last Stand to bring me back! It’s the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard.” Bile rose in her throat, and her voice shook, but maybe he’d interpret her breathlessness as adoration.

He didn’t speak for a minute. Finally he said, “You do want to get married?”

“Of course!” Ha. So much for his plan to extort money from the Tomlinsons. Two could play these games. “We’ll get married just as soon as you want.”

“When we get home. We’ll go to the courthouse—no, I’ll call someone who can do the ceremony and file the paperwork. We’ll keep it private.”

Oops. Maybe she wasn’t ready to play his game. Could he really keep her away from any help until after they were married? If so, surely she could get an annulment under the circumstances. Unfortunately, the circumstances would be her word against his, and he might convince the court that Daisy was flaky and unreliable, so she shouldn’t get custody of Avery.

Or more likely he’d get the Tomlinsons to pay him to make the problem go away.

She swallowed hard. “Whatever you say. But I’m so anxious about this long drive without a car seat. Can’t we stop and buy one? I know you don’t want to risk even the slightest chance of your son getting hurt. We’ll need one anyway, for the future. Look, that sign says there are stores at the next exit.”

She could go in the ladies’ room to change Avery. Wait there until someone else came in and ask them to call security.

“Hm. Okay, I’ll pull off. But I’ll hold William Junior when we go in. If you run, you’ll have to leave him behind. And if you put up a fuss, you’ll look crazy.”

She could tolerate looking crazy, if it got Avery safely away from William. But what if he dropped the baby? She didn’t want to put Avery in his power for even a second.

She needed an excuse to stay behind while he went in to buy the car seat. William wouldn’t want to be seen with a screaming, fussy baby, or with a sloppy woman. As they pulled into the parking lot, Daisy shoved her hand under her blouse and pushed aside the pads in her bra that kept milk from leaking through. Then she gritted her teeth and pinched Avery. He began crying again.

Sorry, my little love! I’m trying to save us.

“I need to feed—the baby.” She didn’t want to make William mad by reminding him of the baby’s name, but she wouldn’t use William Junior. “I’d better wait in the car. I’m sure you don’t want me exposing myself in public.”

He pulled into a parking spot and turned around to glare at them.

Her breasts were responding to Avery’s cries. She pulled her blouse tight to make sure the milk leaked through. “Anyway, I can’t go in like this. But if you go buy the car seat, we should be done by the time you return.” Or better yet, gone.

William grumbled something and started the car again. Now what?

He pulled around the store, away from the rows of parked cars, away from the entrances. Nothing was back there except some dumpsters and a few cars that might belong to employees. He pulled behind a huge dumpster. The car barely fit between the dumpster and a cement wall.

William twisted to look over the seat. “It’s not that I don’t trust you, my dear, but you know how overwrought you get. No one will see or hear you from here. I’ll lock the car behind me for your safety. Just so you know, once I walk away with the key fob, you won’t be able to unlock the doors from inside the car.”

Wait, was that a thing? Plenty of cars had locks for the back doors that could only be controlled from the front, but surely he couldn’t lock her inside the car. Could he?

Avery was crying and mouthing at her shirt, but she didn’t want to pull out her breast in front of William. She hadn’t actually planned to nurse Avery right now at all. But it hurt to ignore his demands. Her mothering instinct was fighting with her desire to get away.

“It’s not like I’d go anywhere.” She opened her eyes wide. “But I didn’t know you could lock a car like that.”

“It’s a safety feature.” He smirked. “The double lock system keeps anyone from breaking in with a coat hanger.”

She wanted to scream and throw things and slap that smirk right off his face, but she managed a smile. “Well, hurry back! We’ll be waiting. Oh, while you’re at it, can you buy some diapers? We’ll need them soon. You wouldn’t believe how quickly this little guy goes through diapers, and I’d hate for him to have an accident in your car.”

Ha! That got the smirk off his face all right. Between the car seat and the diapers, he’d surely take at least twenty minutes, maybe half an hour. That would give her time to figure out . . . something.


Chapter Twenty-One


William squeezed out of the car. He ostentatiously hit the lock button, and the car beeped in response. He disappeared around the side of the dumpster. Daisy shuddered in relief.

A screeching and scraping sound stabbed her ears. Daisy flinched and hunched over Avery to protect him as he wailed. The dumpster moved closer to her window. William really wasn’t taking any chances. The car was parked too close to the cement wall for her to get the passenger side doors open, even if she could unlock them. Now the dumpster was up against the other side.

But maybe that meant William had lied about the car not unlocking from inside. She scooted over to the door.

No matter what she squeezed or pushed, the door wouldn’t open. She reached forward to the controls on the driver’s door, but nothing there worked either, not the door lock or the window control.

Daisy flopped back with a sigh. She’d have to think of something else. She put Avery to her breast. Her heart raced with her desire to flee, but no reason Avery shouldn’t get a snack while she took a minute to think. She couldn’t blame him for crying, especially not when she wanted to wail and sob herself, but her nerves couldn’t take much more.

A figure loomed in front of the car. Daisy yelped. William again. He couldn’t have finished shopping already! Was the store closed?

She barely made out his words through the closed windows. “Just making sure you’re okay.” He waved and sauntered away, grinning. Jerk.

Good thing she hadn’t been getting out of the car when he came back. Would he sneak back again? Or had passing his test once been enough? If she waited too long to see if he returned, he might finish his shopping and come back for real.

Not that she had any idea how to get out of the car anyway.

Hm. Despite telling her she wouldn’t be able to get out of the car, he’d pushed the dumpster closer and then lurked around so he could check on her. Surely that meant she could get out. But how?

She’d take a deep breath and work through every option.

First she reached between the driver’s seat and the door, so she could prod all the window and unlock buttons again. That was awkward, keeping Avery at her right breast and perching on the very edge of the seat so she could stretch her arm forward.

It was also useless. Leave it to William to find a car that wouldn’t let anyone in or out without the driver’s permission.

Okay. What about the horn? If she made noise, would people come? Or would they assume it was a car alarm that had been set off accidentally? She could honk in an SOS pattern—if she knew Morse code, which she didn’t.

Honking the horn might draw people eventually, if they could figure out where the sound came from and someone got worried or annoyed enough to look into it, all the way back here behind the store. But the sound might bring William back faster. She’d hold that in reserve. If she couldn’t find a way out of the car, she’d crawl into the front seat, honk the horn, and try to keep the door locked by holding down the lock button as William tried to unlock it.

If she couldn’t get the doors or windows open, maybe she could break a window. It wouldn’t do any good to break a window on the right side of the car, since it was too close to the wall for her to squeeze out. On the left side, she’d have to break a window and shove the dumpster back. William had moved it, so it must be on wheels, but that didn’t mean she’d be strong enough to push it, especially from an awkward position inside the car.

If she could break the front or back window, she could climb out onto the hood or trunk. Car windows were pretty strong. They were designed to hold up against rocks kicked up from the road and so forth. She’d had a crack in her car’s front window for months, and while it had grown a few inches, the window held. The front window might be the strongest, in order to protect the driver in a crash. So the back window was her best bet.

With one arm holding Avery in place, she twisted around. No way was she going to try to punch the window out, but maybe she could kick it. That might scatter glass all over her legs, but she could accept a few cuts as the price to pay for escape.

She didn’t want glass falling on Avery though. She’d set him in the front seat and put something over for him for extra protection. He’d been wrapped in a blanket, but that must have gotten dropped back with the stroller. She dug into the diaper bag for a couple of diapers.

“I’m sorry, my darling, I know you’re not done eating, but we need to get out of here.” She kissed Avery’s head and put him in the front seat. He whimpered and fussed, batting his tiny hands.

“Shh. You can have all the milk you want in a few minutes. I promise.” She unfolded the diapers and spread them over him.

Now to kick out the back window. She rolled onto her back, trying to brace herself against the other seats. She was at an awkward angle, practically falling off the seat to the floor. She steadied herself and tapped the window a couple of times with her foot in preparation. Good thing it was chilly enough that she’d dug out her boots instead of wearing sandals.

She kicked. The thud traveled up her leg. Her heel throbbed.

The window didn’t shatter or crack or even tremble, as far she could tell. She squirmed into a new position and tried again, using both feet at once.

Ouch! Again. Oof!

Finally she swung around and put her feet back on the floor. “No good. Any more of that and I’ll be limping if we do escape, which we won’t, because it’s not working.”

She would not cry. Not yet. There’d be time for that later.

Daisy pushed hair back from her face. What was she doing wrong? Car windows were tough, but they weren’t unbreakable.

She needed a tool. She had a vague memory of her father mentioning that the huge flashlight he kept alongside the driver’s seat could be used to break a window if the car went into water. Okay. She needed something hard. Something she could swing with force, or else maybe something with a pointed end. She felt under the front seats but didn’t find anything.

She grabbed the diaper bag and dumped it out on the seat. She couldn’t imagine what baby tool would be useful for breaking a window, but she hadn’t fully explored everything in there. Diapers, wipes, soft cloths—useless.

Her keys. With the keychain Xander gave her, a small metal flashlight. The flashlight’s back end came to a point. Maybe that was merely so the ring could go through the hole, but it was small and hard and pointed.

Daisy leaned over the front seats and scanned as much of the parking lot as she could see. No sign of William so far. How long had he been gone? It seemed like forever and like no time at all.

It didn’t matter. She had to keep moving.

She bit her lip and studied the back window. What was the best place to hit it? In the middle? A corner? If she could break the glass at a corner, it might keep the entire window from shattering and falling in on her. She chose the lower corner on the side farthest from where Avery was in the front seat.

She didn’t want to jab at the window with the flashlight and maybe put her arm right through the glass, so she needed something to hit the other end of the little flashlight. The flashlight would act like a nail. She needed a hammer.

Her boot. She wrenched one off.

Daisy held the metal flashlight to the lower corner of the back window with one hand. She got the shoe in place, turned her face away, and started hitting it.

Nothing. She needed to stop being afraid of the breaking glass and hit it hard! She grabbed another diaper and wrapped it around her arm. Then she went back to hitting the flashlight with her boot.

Nothing, nothing, nothing.

Wait, had she heard another sound under the pounding? A creak, maybe even a crack? She peered at the windshield. It was cracking! She turned her face away again and pounded that flashlight with all her might.

She wasn’t watching the flashlight, but she felt when it went farther through the window. Given the explosive sound, she figured the whole window had collapsed.

She turned. Well, it was hardly the whole window, but she’d made a hole in the corner of the glass! The rest of the window had broken into tiny pieces, which were held together by the window tint layer.

She pulled her boot on her foot, knelt on the seat, and used the diaper to grab the edge of the opening and pull the glass away from the frame. It mostly came away in a big sheet, with little pieces falling off the edges. She shoved it toward the far door. Then she ran the diaper around the window frame to get rid of any remaining glass fragments.

“Okay. We’re getting somewhere.” Her heart raced. Now she had to get away before William came back. Pretending to accept him would no longer work.

She jammed her torso between the two front seats and grabbed Avery. She kept one diaper to cushion his head. The others could stay behind. Let William make what he would of a car full of diapers and broken glass.

Too bad she didn’t have a full, stinky diaper to leave behind!

She grabbed her key chain, but she’d leave the diaper bag. She wanted to travel light. Get to the store and find someone with a phone. Or maybe stay in the parking lot and ask a shopper to call for help for her. She didn’t want to run into William coming out as she was going in. Who knew what he’d say or do to get her and Avery back under his control?

Daisy crouched on the backseat, cuddling Avery against her chest with one arm. She wanted to scramble and run, but she forced herself to carefully ease through the window frame, using her free hand to brace herself on the trunk. The closer she got to escape, the more she wanted to panic. What if she got so close only to be caught again? If William found her now, almost free but too far from help to get anyone’s attention, she’d be worse off than if she never tried to escape. He wouldn’t trust her out of his sight again.

She swung her legs down off the hood and dropped to the ground. She needed to steady herself for a moment to make sure she wasn’t going to collapse.

Breathe. Breathe.

Okay. Now to get away from William’s car. She couldn’t see the store or the parking lot past the big dumpster. She’d have to start running and look for shelter as she moved. Whether she sought help immediately or hid until he left, she needed to get away from the car.

A figure stepped out in front of her.

Daisy screamed.

Arms reached for her.

Daisy held Avery tight and tried to squirm away. It took a moment before the man’s words penetrated. “Daisy! Are you all right? Are you hurt?”

This wasn’t William. It wasn’t his build or his scent or his voice.

She stopped struggling and leaned into Xander’s embrace, sobbing out the fear.


Chapter Twenty-Two


Xander held Daisy and Avery close to his chest. His heart still thudded with his terror for them. He’d sped down the highway, trying to keep William’s car in sight but not get so close his own truck would be noticed, while Rhonda had hysterics in the backseat. Fortunately, he’d spotted the car pulling off at the exit. They’d watched where William parked and then pulled into a spot at the far side of the lot to wait for the police and argue about whether they should intervene immediately.

When the police arrived, William’s car was gone. Xander had felt the world crumble around him. Then they’d spotted William going into the store. Xander had wanted to tackle him and demand to know what he’d done with Daisy, but the police had other ideas. Logic told Xander William had likely left Daisy in the car parked somewhere more secluded, but what if . . .? He didn’t know what to do except pace through the parking lot searching for Daisy, with one eye on the doors waiting for William to come out.

When he’d heard that crash of glass, he felt like his own heart had burst. But she was all right, as far as he could tell. Her sobs grew softer, and although her shoulders convulsed, she never once loosened her hold on her baby, even though Xander had a good hold on him as well. Avery squirmed and made noises Xander couldn’t interpret, but he was alive and whole. Xander drank in the scent and feel of both of them.

Finally Daisy eased back a little and wiped her eyes with the back of one hand. “What are you doing here? We need to get out of here. William—he’ll come back.” She looked around wildly. “Let’s go!” She grabbed his arm and pulled.

“Don’t worry about him. The police followed him into the store.”

Daisy stopped. She patted Avery’s back as he fussed. “I don’t understand half of what happened today.”

“Come on, and we’ll sort it all out. Rhonda is hysterical with worry.” Rhonda’s tears went some way to ease Xander’s anger at her.

“Auntie Rhonda is here? How . . .?”

“We’ll explain everything. Do you want me to carry Avery?”

She hesitated. No surprise she didn’t want to let her baby out of her grasp when she was scared and upset. But she smiled. “Thank you.” She passed him over.

Xander tucked Avery into the cradle of his arm. Avery waved a hand toward Xander’s face. He leaned closer so the baby could pat his nose and cheeks.

Daisy tucked her hand through Xander’s other arm. He wouldn’t say no to that.

They rounded the store. Rhonda Gillespie stood by her car, talking to or possibly shouting at a short woman in a highway patrol uniform. When Rhonda saw Daisy, she rushed toward them, running faster than he would’ve expected a woman of her age and build to move. Rhonda enveloped Daisy in a hug.

Xander stood by, rocking Avery and making nonsense sounds which probably made as much sense as anything the women were getting out at that moment.

Finally they separated.

“But I don’t understand,” Daisy said. “How are you here? I’m delighted, but how did you know? I couldn’t call anyone, because William took my phone.”

“It’s all my fault,” Rhonda choked out. “Your mama told me she wanted to make amends. She asked me to set up a meeting between you two. I told her where you’d be in town, so you’d be on neutral ground. She must’ve told William.”

“More likely William talked her into it.”

Rhonda shook her head. “I never imagined. Good thing I was coming along to mediate. I was heading for the café when I saw him grab you right off the street! I raced after you. I don’t know what I was thinking, I’d never catch you on foot, but I tried. Then Xander and Ava pulled up and I told them you’d been kidnapped and we followed.”

Daisy looked around. Xander’s mama came forward and hugged Daisy. “Rhonda stopped by for coffee and told us what she’d done. We couldn’t help feeling it might mean trouble, so we headed into town. I called the police while Xander drove. Sweetheart, I’m so glad you’re all right.” She stepped back with her hands on Daisy’s arms. “You are all right, aren’t you? And Avery? Do you need an ambulance?”

“No, I’m fine. Avery is fine too. We just want to go home.” She stepped over to Xander and checked on the baby. “He probably doesn’t even know he had a big adventure.”

Shouting caught their attention. They watched as a police officer led William to a squad car.

Daisy propped a fist on one hip. “So y’all are telling me I went to all that work to escape, and you were already on your way here to rescue me?”

“We should have known you’d have things under control,” Xander said. “You’re always two steps ahead of the rest of us.”

“Well, I appreciate it anyway. I wasn’t looking forward to hiding until William gave up and left, and then needing to borrow a phone and try to get a ride home.” Her nose wrinkled. “Plus, I figured if I called the police on him, he’d twist things in his favor somehow.”

“You don’t have to worry about that,” Xander said. “We have witnesses who saw him grab the baby and drive off with you. Maybe even some security camera footage from the businesses in town. You shouldn’t have any trouble getting full custody now, and Carly will put in for a restraining order against him. He won’t bother you anymore.”

Maybe he shouldn’t promise that. Plenty of men ignored restraining orders. “Or if he tries, we’ll have him arrested before he gets to you.” They’d beef up security on the ranch to make sure. Give her an escort if she had to go into town. Let everyone know to watch out for William and report it if he came to Last Stand. They’d make the whole town safe for her.

Daisy drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Good. Then maybe I’m not entirely sorry this happened. I’m also not sorry I broke William’s back window. Serves him right!”

Suddenly she was trembling, her whole body shaking as she gasped for air. They all surrounded her and held on until she settled.

When they backed up, a police officer had joined them. “Did you say you had to break a window to escape?”

She nodded. “He said something about a double lock, so you couldn’t open the door from the inside. I tried, and I couldn’t get the doors open. Anyway, he parked right up against the wall on one side and pushed a dumpster against the other. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to move it.”

“That’s not true about the double locking,” the police officer said. “There is such a thing, but there’s always some method for getting out from inside. In some cars the unlock feature is in the center console though, instead of on the doors. A foolish design, if you ask me.”

“Well,” Daisy said, “good to know. Not that I expect to need that information again.”

Avery whimpered and reached for Daisy. They took her to Xander’s truck to nurse. The seats were pretty high off the ground, so they offered a little privacy. The group was attracting enough attention with the police presence. Xander went into the store and got Daisy a sandwich and drink and had Mama take them to her while she nursed.

Once she finished nursing, Daisy answered a few questions and agreed to a longer interview the next day. She looked exhausted. Xander had no idea how much sleep she’d gotten the night before, but he had to assume that with a newborn, the answer was not enough. Plus, it had been an emotional day.

One of the officers handed over the car seat William had bought. William kept insisting he bought it for Avery, as if that would make up for kidnapping the baby, so it seemed only fair that they use the car seat to get Avery home. Finally the police took William away, and the rest of them started back toward the ranch. Xander drove. Rhonda sat in the backseat with Daisy and Avery, apologizing and fussing for all she was worth. Back home, Mama and Rhonda escorted Daisy and Avery to the cottage for more fussing.

Xander headed out to do chores and some thinking.

He loved Daisy. He loved Avery too. He wanted to make a family with them. He’d already known that, but it had only been a couple of hours since Daisy told him it might be possible. He felt like he’d been thrown around, tossed this way and that until he didn’t know which way was up. How must Daisy feel after William’s betrayal? She might need time to recover.

If it were only up to Xander, he’d pledge his heart to Daisy right away. But it didn’t seem right to tell her how he felt now, when she’d just gone through so much emotional turmoil. She might not feel ready for a new relationship after all. Or she might grab on to one thinking it would help her stay safe from William. They needed her to know they’d keep her safe, no matter what. Not because she was his girlfriend or their employee or anything. Whatever she decided to do, she’d have their help and support to do it and stay safe. He’d give her some time, and think about his own plans.


Chapter Twenty-Three


Auntie Rhonda insisted on spending the night with Daisy. That was probably a good thing. Her aunt’s snoring kept waking Daisy out of her nightmares.

The next day, Daisy had a long interview with the police, but they were very nice about everything. The police chief even held Avery and made funny faces at the baby, which went a long way toward making Daisy feel comfortable. The police also returned her stroller, with everything in it. Apparently a shopper who had witnessed the abduction called the police and then guarded the stroller until the police came to take her statement. If Daisy had any doubts that the town looked out for its own—and considered her one of them—she knew better now.

Carly sat in during the police interview and scribbled pages of notes for her legal actions against William. The criminal justice system would take care of the abduction charges, but Carly planned to offer William an agreement that they wouldn’t pursue civil charges as well, as long as William signed over custody of Avery and stayed at least one hundred miles from Last Stand after he got out of prison.

Regardless of the reason for Carly’s presence, Daisy found comfort in having a familiar, friendly face. Well, friendly to her. William had no idea what was about to hit him, and Daisy might almost feel sorry for him.

Ha, not really.

Once that was over, Daisy headed to the office, because maybe work would keep her from reliving the previous day over and over. Xander and Ava practically arm wrestled for the chance to hold Avery, and whichever one wasn’t holding the baby hurried to pamper Daisy with cups of tea or cocoa or offers of snacks. All the fuss distracted her from the work, but maybe that was just as well, because Daisy had a hard time concentrating on anything.

Xander smiled when he saw her, looking deep into her eyes in a way that made her toes curl.

He didn’t say anything about Daisy’s heartfelt confession of her feelings for him.

That was fine. Really. She had enough on her mind. If he needed time to think about it all, that was perfectly reasonable.

But this time, he was going to have to come to her. She wasn’t going to initiate anything again. If anyone was going to be throwing themselves at anyone else, he could throw himself at her.

During the next week, Hallie asked Daisy to help with wedding planning most evenings, which was great fun and helped take Daisy’s mind off things. They usually claimed the ranch house with the big dining room table. Carly and Ava usually helped, and Mallory frequently stopped by to roll her eyes over the fuss and expense of weddings. The various Tomlinson brothers joined sometimes too. They didn’t get nearly as much actual work done with that crowd, but it was fun to hear about everyone’s ideal wedding. Avery got passed around like . . . well, like a baby adored by all his aunts and uncles.

Josh and Carly had married quietly, which had helped reduce some of the attention they’d otherwise have gotten for the first marriage of a “billionaire bachelor brother.” Mallory and Cody declared they would keep any wedding small and simple, if they bothered to get married at all. They were living together in Mallory’s little house and discussing whether they needed a bigger one—not because they needed room for children, but for the ferrets Mallory rescued—and “so we each have an office or workroom or whatever so he doesn’t get on my nerves,” Mallory said as Cody grinned at her.

For their wedding, Hallie and TC wanted a big hoedown, which TC insisted on calling a hootenanny, because he liked the word. They’d invite all the ranch hands and most of the town for good food, beer, ax throwing, games of cornhole, and dancing.

“What would you want?” Hallie asked Daisy during one meeting.

“Oh, I don’t have any plans to get married.” Daisy carefully didn’t look toward the couch where Xander was lounging. He appeared to be concentrating on his computer, but one never knew. “But I guess I’m pretty traditional. I’d want the church and the white dress, or maybe off-white, given the circumstances.”

Mallory snorted. “Forget those old-fashioned rules. I’m not saying no one is a virgin when they get married.” She shot a suspicious glance at Xander. “But it’s certainly no one else’s business. You’re as good as anyone, so wear whatever you want.”

“Thanks.” It really did warm Daisy’s heart to hear it. If Mallory ever had doubts about anything, she hid them well. Being a high school teacher probably taught her that. Even sweet Hallie had the heart of a mountain lion. Having all these kind and fierce women around her, accepting her, respecting her choices, did more for Daisy’s sense of security than any number of guards and alarms.

“But you know, I had all of that,” Daisy said. “The long white dress, the church and the ceremony. I ran away from it all. None of that is what really matters.”

“Of course not,” Carly said. “The man matters.”

Josh leaned back, linking his fingers behind his head, and grinned. “That’s right.”

Mallory glared. “Or the woman. You know you got lucky.”

“Oh, I know I did. So did Cody and TC.” Josh glanced toward Xander but merely added, “We all know how lucky we are.”

“It’s not like y’all ever let us forget it.” TC ducked to avoid Mallory’s playful swat.

“The right person makes all the difference.” Ava sighed. “When you find someone to love, someone who loves you, hold on tight for as long as you have.”

Daisy’s eyes stung. She’d found someone to love. Lots of people, really, and a home and a town. She’d wait for Xander, because he was worth it. She only hoped and prayed he’d decide she was worth it too.
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Two weeks after the events Daisy now thought of as “William’s mistake,” she put on a dress and styled her hair. The girls had invited her to go to dinner at Dragonfly, which was a nice place deserving of the extra effort to look good. Daisy was a little nervous about going out in public after all the attention she’d gotten, but she’d already seen plenty of people when they visited and even braved church the prior Sunday. Things were returning to normal.

A knock came at the door. Daisy checked the time. She had ten minutes before she was supposed to meet her friends at the main house, but maybe they were early and decided to find her there. Ava had already picked up Avery for babysitting.

Daisy crossed to the door. The guys had taken away her old door and replaced it with one that had a small glass pane, which allowed her to look out without anyone seeing in. She had a dead bolt now too, although it was mostly for her own comfort. The guards at the gate and the cameras around the perimeter should ensure William couldn’t get near her again, even if he was foolish enough to try while he was out on bail before his trial. Still, turning that dead bolt made her feel safe in the cottage.

She looked through the glass pane. Xander stood outside. He held a big vase full of flowers.

Oh, this could be good.

She opened the door and waved him in, too nervous to speak.

“Don’t worry about being late,” he said. “The dinner invite was a trick so I could get you alone. I mean, you’ll still get dinner, just not . . . Oh boy. Look at you.”

Daisy grinned, the tension broken. Leave it to Xander to worry about her worrying about being late to an appointment. “Thank you for telling me.” She nodded at the flowers. “Are those for me?”

He thrust them at her. “Didn’t know if you had a vase.”

“They’re lovely.” She inhaled the scent of the roses tucked among delicate baby’s breath. Then she put the vase on the coffee table. When she turned around, Xander was down on one knee. Daisy swayed, suddenly light-headed.

He gazed up at her. “When I first saw you, I thought you were a beautiful princess carrying the weight of the world. I didn’t know your pretty dress was a wedding dress and what you were really carrying was a beautiful baby.”

What was happening?

“You’ve been asking me what I want out of life,” he said. “I have everything I want right here. The ranch, the animals, my family. You. You are clever and beautiful and stronger than anyone I know. You’re what’s been missing in my life. Daisy, I want to be with you. I want you and Avery to be my family. I love you. Will you marry me?” He held out an open box with a ring.

“I have to sit down.” The sofa was too far away. Daisy dropped to the floor, sitting on one hip with her feet tucked back. She stared at the ring and then at Xander. “You’re asking me to marry you?”

“If that’s what you want. I know it’s fast. I’d like to call you my fiancée, but if you’d rather be boyfriend and girlfriend first, that’s fine too. Just as long as you’re mine, because I’m already yours.”

Daisy gulped, trying not to cry. “Oh, Xander! You were the first person I really met in Last Stand, and you were kinder to me, a complete stranger, than my own family. Maybe I fell a little in love with you then. And it’s grown every day I’ve spent with you. Yes. Yes to being your girlfriend or your fiancée or anything at all—including your wife someday, and not too far in the future, I hope.”

Then his arms were around her, and they were lying on the floor, hugging and kissing and crying. When they sat up a few minutes later, Xander had to track down the ring box under the coffee table. As proposals went, perhaps it wasn’t quite traditional, but it was perfect.

Xander held out a hand to help her up. “We ought to go over to the house now and tell Mama. Plus I promised you dinner.”

She rose and slid her arms around him. “So you did recognize me. I wondered. I thought I’d changed too much.”

“No. I’m just a little slow to catch on sometimes.”

That was fine. She’d be patient, if she knew he’d get there eventually.

They walked into the house with his arm around her and the ring shining on her finger. Daisy was a little surprised to see Carly, Hallie, and Mallory there, since they weren’t actually going out to dinner, but having the whole family around wasn’t unusual. Good smells came from the kitchen and Xander’s brothers were gathered too. A family dinner at the ranch sounded like the perfect way to celebrate.

Before Daisy or Xander said a word, everyone cheered. Josh handed Xander and Daisy glasses of bubbly golden liquid. The table held a champagne bottle and a bottle of sparkling grape juice.

“Champagne?” Xander asked blankly. “Why do we have champagne?”

“So we can celebrate your engagement, of course,” Mama said, giving Daisy a hug.

“But I didn’t tell anyone I was going to ask her. I even went to Austin to buy the ring. I figured it wasn’t fair to Daisy if everybody knew and maybe she felt obligated.”

His mama stretched up to give him a peck on the cheek. “Oh, sweetheart, you never could keep a secret.”

Xander’s brothers were gathered around him, slapping his shoulders. “Our little brother, the prodigy,” TC said. “You’re skipping over the usual steps again. Who would’ve thought he’d be the first one of us to become a father?”

“You’ll move back into this house,” Ava said. “Unless you want to build a new one, of course. But you’ll have four bedrooms here, for a growing family.”

“I—wait—what?” Daisy scrambled to catch up. “The house has four bedrooms, but one of them is yours.”

“I’ll take the cottage.” Ava clasped her hands together and beamed. “To be perfectly honest, I designed it for myself. I was hoping things would turn out this way.”

“Oh. Well, all right then.” The one-eyed kittens, Matrix and Prime, were bouncing around, attacking feet. Daisy scooped them up to safety. “Hey, can we keep them now? Calico spends all her time in the cottage anyway.”

“Why do you think I didn’t let Xander find another home for them?” Ava asked.

Daisy and Xander exchanged rueful glances. “And I thought my auntie Rhonda was the manipulative one,” Daisy said.

Xander shrugged. “I don’t much care, so long as I get to be with you.”

The kittens squirmed out of Daisy’s grip and went tearing through the living room before pouncing on Buddy, who was ten times their size but gave a low woof of tolerance. Lucky leaned against Xander’s leg, as Xander absently rubbed the dog’s head.

Daisy snuggled up against his other side. His arm went around her, his hand resting on her hip. She looked around at her new family, the clever, funny women and gentle, kindhearted men. Ava holding her namesake with as much love as any grandmother could have for a grandchild. They were all hers now. Her family. Her future.

She turned her face to Xander, smiling so hard her cheeks hurt. He brushed a kiss to her temple and held her close, an island of calm among the glorious chaos.

The End
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