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Back
Cover Blurb


It’s amazing what one can find in strip clubs…



Josh Carter gets the shock of a lifetime when he shows up at a place of ill
repute for a business meeting and sees the one that got away gyrating on the
stage. Abigail Reese—the girl with so much potential, the girl that took his
heart along with his body one night long ago—what brought her to this level?



Though stripping is not what Abigail set out to do, it’s putting food on the
table and a roof over her daughter’s head. But just how much can she reveal to
Josh without risking it all?



When Josh causes Abigail to lose her job, she has two choices: come clean about
her past and her situation or push him out of her life as quick as he came into
it. It’s up to her…only she has to think of her little girl too.
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Chapter
One


 


Abigail cringed as her hands met the cool metal. She
did her best not to look out at the crowd of men, holding dollars in their
hands, waiting for that moment they got a shot at the parts she’d been raised
to hide.


With her fingers wrapped lightly on the pole,
Abigail walked a full circle around it before bending over, her legs straight,
giving the greedy gazes a sight of her bottom clad in a dark green g-string.
The men hollered and groaned in pleasure, but she knew what she had to do
next—wrap her legs around the object of her income and spin. Not many of the
women here could do it as well as her, so whenever she came out here, the boss
wanted her to perform on it. Though, she supposed it was better than the women
who grinded their bodies on the floor.


As her legs wrapped around the object the men so
desired to see her on, she closed her eyes and did what she always did while
she performed: imagined she was on a tropical island, with a martini in hand,
and life was perfect.


By the time her performance was over, she walked
topless toward the stage curtain, her tiny g-string filled with dollars. She entered
the dressing room and stood in the corner, pulling each of the grubby bills
from her body, flattening them in her palm. She laid the pile on her dressing
table.


“Great performance,” Jenna, one of the other dancers
said as she put on the finishing touches of her make-up.


“Thanks.” It wasn’t hard to have a great performance
with horny men who simply wanted to see boobs.


“Don’t be so down. You’re a natural out there.”


Abigail laughed. She couldn’t help it. Oh, the joys
of knowing she was a natural stripper. Just what every girl wanted to be raised
to do. “The crowd’s really wanting a show tonight. The men I just danced for
booed when it took me too long to get my bra off. They’re greedy this evening.
But whoever they are, they’re big spenders.”


“Good. I’m up next.” Jenna shook her big round ass,
which she was known for, and walked toward the stage door.


Abigail finished counting her money and placed it in
her wallet. She pulled out her hand sanitizer. Once she felt somewhat sterile,
she went to the bathroom to put on clothes that covered her from head to toe. She
always slipped into a pair of sweatpants and hoodie. The soft cotton made her
feel safe and hid much of her curves.


Once her station was cleaned up, she grabbed her
purse and decided to get the hell out of this place. The exit door was within
sight, but then her boss called her name.


“Abby, there’s a man out front requesting you.”


“But, sir, I’m off, remember? My babysitter can’t
stay late.”


Mr. Regan smirked. “As much as it shames me to say
this, I don’t think he’s looking for a lap dance or any other special treat. He
says he knows you and wants to talk to you.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Did he give his name?”


“Just get out there. He’s in room one. He paid for
the time, thankfully, so just in case, go in your stage outfit.” He turned and
left.


Abigail groaned and then went back to her dressing
table. She locked her bag up in her drawer after she stripped out of the comfortable
sweats she’d had on. The dancers were never allowed to go out front in regular
clothes.


After she gazed at herself in the mirror for a few
moments and fluffed her blond curls, she knew she couldn’t put off her visitor
any longer. As she walked through the club to the private rooms, she saw Jenna
on stage, shaking her ass, the men practically drooling over her. She noted Mr.
Regan in a corner talking to a few of the regulars.


She stood in front of room one, took a deep breath,
and lightly knocked before opening the door. Her nerves were on edge as she
wondered who waited inside. The room was dimly lit with yet another pole in the
middle for those customers who wanted private shows. The man’s head was slightly
turned to where she couldn’t see who it was. But something in her gut told her
she knew him. While she didn’t recognize him from this angle, she had a feeling
things were about to change. Abigail wasn’t really sure what to say, so she
leaned against the pole and asked in a sultry tone, “What can I do for you?”


He turned and looked at her. Abigail froze. Her
mouth dropped open. She knew exactly who it was. She hadn’t seen him in years
and he was slightly older now. But it was a face she’d recognize anywhere. In
fact, she looked at a replica of it almost every day.


“Josh.” It came out an almost whisper.


He nodded. His expression was cold, not like the
last time she’d seen him over four years ago. His hair was a light brown with a
few streaks of gray and his dark green eyes bore into her.


“What are you doing here? Did you come looking for
me?” she asked, needing to know if his being here was a mere coincidence.


“I’m here on business and when you came on stage, I
recognized you. Years ago you were getting your degree to be a lawyer. You were
doing so well and I have to say I was quite surprised to see you. So when I
came in here, I certainly wasn’t looking for you. What happened? Anything I can
do to help?” He patted the seat next to him. “Please sit. You’re making me
uncomfortable.”


Abigail did as he requested, but she didn’t answer
his questions. Just him being there scared her. She wasn’t sure how much he
knew about her and decided it was best to keep quiet. He was a rich man and
held a lot of power.


“Did you finish your degree?” he asked.


“No.”


“How come?”


Because I got pregnant and school doesn’t work with
a crying newborn. “Life.”


“You’ve got to give me more than that. I’d like to
help you. Obviously if you’re working here, you’ve hit a rough patch.” His gaze
locked on hers. “I’ve thought about you many times the last few years. I never
intended for our evening together to be a one-time thing.” Josh reached out and
pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. A shiver shot down her spine.


Abigail thought back to that evening. It had been
hot and perfect. He’d pleasured her more than anyone else ever had and they
connected on so many levels. She’d known he’d wanted more than that one
night—he’d been honest about the direction his thoughts were taking—but it had
scared her and the next day, she’d left a fake phone number when they’d parted
ways. By the time she realized the mistake she’d made, it had been too late, or
so, she thought.


“I got scared.”


Josh removed his suit jacket and draped it around
her shoulders. “As much as I enjoy the view, I’m not here for that.”


She suppressed the grin she wanted to give him and
asked, “Why are you here if you didn’t come to see me?”


Josh was older than her by at least ten years. His
life was already established when she’d met him and hers had just begun. She’d
kept up with him throughout the years from different news reports and tabloids.
It was almost hard not to. Josh Carter was a billionaire. It was one of the
reasons why she’d never sought him out. Abigail wasn’t a gold digger and didn’t
want to be accused of being one.


“Business, of course. I think that’s my life. The
guys I was meeting with are younger and this was the place they wanted to come
and for one particular act. The amazing girl on the pole.” He leaned in closer
to her ear. “I must say, I was impressed by your act.”


Her heart raced, the result of him being so close. Even
after all these years, he still had an effect on her. Biting her bottom lip,
she pushed those feelings away and remembered that if he knew her secret, he
could take everything from her.


“How about you get dressed and we’ll get out of here?
I’d like to catch up,” he suggested.


Hailey crossed her mind and the babysitter who was
waiting with her. “I can’t. I have to get home.”


“I understand.” Josh reached into his pocket and
took out a card, handing it to her. “Call me. I’ll be in town for the next week
and I’d like to chat. Maybe we can meet up for dinner and if you’ll let me, I’d
like to help you get back on your feet.”


“Okay, I will.” She stood and began to remove his
jacket.


“Keep it. It’s the only way I can ensure I’ll see
you while I’m in town.”


“Thank you.” She gazed down at him. “I don’t want
you to feel sorry for me. I’m doing well and happy, even though this wasn’t the
life I initially set out to have.” Abigail didn’t say another word, but left
room one and high-tailed it back to the dressing room to change and get home.
Josh Carter being in town was either going to be a good thing or a bad. Or
maybe it was time she faced the truth and did what was right by Hailey. After
all, her daughter deserved better then she had it now.


 








 


 


 


Chapter Two


 


Josh sat in his hotel room, staring mindlessly at
the television. He had no idea what show played in the background. His mind was
on Abigail. He ached to know her story. How was a girl who had her whole life
ahead of her now working in a strip joint? And a known act, so she’d been there
for awhile. He just couldn’t wrap his brain around it. One thing he did know:
he was going to find out and do whatever he had to do to get her away from it.


Picking up his cell phone from the nightstand, he
dialed his P.I. He knew it was late, very late actually, but didn’t care.


“Nate speaking.” He answered after the third ring.


“Nate, it’s Josh. Sorry to bother you as this hour,
but I need to you to find out information on someone for me.”


“Okay, what did they do?”


“Nothing that I know of. It’s personal. A lost love,
I suppose you could say. I want to know why her life took a turn for the
worse.”


“Name?”


“Abigail Reese.” Josh didn’t think she was married.
Nah, she couldn’t be. She was smart enough not to marry a deadbeat—he hoped.
“She’s currently living in a small town in North Carolina.”


“Do you know if she has ever been in trouble?”


Abigail had said her life was good and she was doing
well. “Not that I know of. Just a basic check on her. I don’t need her followed
twenty-four seven or anything like that. I just want to know her story and how
she got to the life she has now.”


“You got it.” Nate yawned. “I’m going back to bed. I
should have something to you tomorrow.”


“All right. Thanks. Call me as soon as you have
something.” Josh pressed the end button on his phone and then set it
back on the nightstand. Hopefully he could get some rest now that he knew he’d
have his answers soon.


* * * *


The next day, late in the afternoon, Josh had the
answers he’d asked for. Nate called to tell him he hadn’t found much, but was
sending over what he had. The printer spit out several sheets of paper. Once it
was finished, Josh removed them and took them over to his bed.


As he’d suspected, Abigail hadn’t been in trouble.
She lived in a small apartment downtown and had been working at the strip joint
for over a year. Before that she had done some bartending and retail work. As
far as her schooling, she’d dropped out, according to records, two months after
their one night together. How odd.


So far he wasn’t learning much, but that changed
when he picked up the last sheet of paper. She had a child. A four-year-old
girl to be exact. The child’s name was Hailey and she attended a private
pre-school. He stared at the face of the little girl and then his mother came
to mind, whose name also happened to be Hailey. What a strange coincidence—or
was it? Was it at all possible this child was his? He thought back to their
evening and the year. He did the math. He wasn’t sure exactly, but there was a
chance, he supposed. But if he was the father, why would Abigail do this alone?
He was rich and there was no reason for her to be struggling the way she was. Besides,
after all these years she would have contacted him at some point and told him.
It wasn’t like he was some sort of monster.


One thing he was sure about was that the child was
the reason Abigail had quit school. She must have gotten pregnant around the
same time they were together, but whoever the child’s father was, he must have abandoned
her. That a man could be so cruel disgusted him.


He picked up his phone and called Nate. “Hey, Nate,
it’s Josh again. Did you find out anything about this kid’s father?”


“Everything I found, you have. It wasn’t much.”


Josh gazed at the picture. “I see that. I didn’t
expect much. Is there any way you can get into the child’s school records and
get a name of the father?”


“That’s illegal.”


Josh laughed. “Has that ever stopped you before?”


Nate also chuckled. “You’ve got a point. I’ll get
back in touch soon.”


After the call was disconnected, Josh looked back
through the papers for anything he’d missed. But it was pretty cut-and-dry. The
only thing missing was information about the little girl’s father. It made him
sick though to know what Abigail was doing for a living and it had to be
because she was a single mother. He’d never had kids. Always wanted them, but
hadn’t found the right woman to settle down with. Years ago he thought that
woman might have been Abigail, but she’d just vanished into thin air, until
now.


He rubbed his chin and decided he wasn’t going to
let her slip through his fingers again. The woman needed him and he wanted her.
Abigail deserved to return to school and finish her degree so she could give
her daughter the best life. He intended to be there to help. And the first thing
he had to do was convince her to stop stripping.


Grabbing his keys, wallet, and phone from the
nightstand, he prepared to head to the strip joint to take care of that right then.


* * * *


Abigail kissed her daughter goodbye and thanked the
babysitter as she did every night. This was the longest sitter that Hailey had
had since she’d started this job. It was harder than she thought it would be to
get someone to stay so late into the night—or early morning. But she paid the
sitter well. There was no way she could afford the schooling her daughter was receiving
or the babysitter if it wasn’t for stripping. She hated the job, but nowhere
else could she make the money she did without a degree.


One day she would return to school. She’d become the
lawyer she always dreamed of being and she would always help the little people.
Now that she was what people considered a bottom-feeder, she knew how hard it
was for them.


She didn’t live far from work. It only took her
about ten minutes to get there. She parked in the back as she usually did and
went in through the side door. When she entered the dressing room, her
co-workers stopped talking and looked at her. She wiped her face and wondered
if she had food smeared on it. At her station, she glanced in the mirror, but she
looked fine.


Jenna approached her, crossing her arms. “What are
you doing here?”


“What do you mean? I’m scheduled tonight, aren’t I?”
Crap. Had she looked at the schedule wrong?


“You were, but you no longer work here.”


“What do you mean?” Had she been fired? This
couldn’t be happening. She couldn’t afford to not work here. And once you got
fired from one strip joint, it was tough to get in with another.


“You better go find Mr. Regan.”


Abigail nodded and knew her friend was right. She
needed answers. Worse, she was prepared to grovel for her job back if she had
to. As she made her way through the front, she looked around for Mr. Regan.
Typically if he wasn’t out chatting, then he was in his office. His door was
cracked and she could hear him talking with someone. She tapped on the door
lightly.


“Come in,” Mr. Regan called.


Pushing the door open, she entered. Across from Mr.
Regan sat Josh. What was he doing here again?


“I can come back when you’re free.” She started to
leave.


“Nonsense. I’ve been waiting on you. Have a seat.”
He pointed to the empty chair next to Josh. “I’m assuming the girls told you that
you no longer work here. They love to gossip.”


“Yeah.” Discussing her job in front of Josh was
awkward and embarrassing. Why was Mr. Regan doing this? “Why have I been let
go?”


With a smirk on his face, Mr. Regan said, “I don’t
want you to go personally. You’re one of my best acts here. However, Mr. Carter
here has demanded that I let you go or he’ll close this place down. So, as much
as I love you and your act, I’ve got to let you go.”


Had she heard him right? Josh was the reason she was
being fired? Tears built up in her eyes and anger flared. “How could you do
this? I have a child to feed and bills to pay. Who the hell are you to come in
here and demand for him to fire me?”


“We can discuss this in private.” His tone was calm.


Abigail stood. “No, we won’t. I want nothing to do
with you, so stay away from me and butt out of my life.” She marched out of the
room and didn’t stop until she was safely back in the dressing room. Grabbing
her things, she left without a word to anyone.


She tossed her bag onto the passenger seat of her
car and put the keys into the ignition. She turned the key...nothing happened.
Turned again…same results, nothing. This was not the time for her car to
die. Taking in a deep breath, she tried again.


“Damn it!” she cried out as she hit the steering
wheel. She’d lost her job and now something was wrong with her car. What had
she done to deserve this?


Abigail took a few moments to compose herself and
get her anger under control before she climbed out. Maybe someone from the club
could give her a ride home or maybe Mr. Regan could call her a cab. She walked
around to the front of the building and went through the front doors. It had
been awhile since she’d come in this way.


“Abigail, you’re still here.” Josh rounded the
corner and approached her. “I’m glad you came back. Let’s talk.”


She held her hand up to him. “If you’ll excuse me, I
just need a phone book.” She pushed by him, but he reached out and grabbed her
arm.


“What’s wrong?”


She huffed. “Since you seem to care about me so
much, it just so happens my car won’t start. And now that I’m jobless, I hope I
can afford to have it fixed.”


“Let me have a look.”


Crossing her arms, she glared at him. “Do you know
anything about cars?”


“I grew up in an automotive garage, so I know a
thing or two.”


As much as she hated the idea of being anywhere near
Josh right now, she supposed she could use his help. After all, he was the one
who had ruined her evening. “Okay, follow me.”


As they made it around the building, he stayed
close. She tried to walk well in front of him, but he stuck to her like glue.
“What’s going on with the vehicle?”


“Like I said, it won’t start.”


“Is it making any noise when you turn it?”


Abigail thought back a moment but then shook her
head. “No, I don’t think so.”


“Let me have your keys.”


Abigail handed them to him and stood back as he did
his thing. After his few attempts at the ignition, he popped the hood.


“Well?” She came up next to him.


Josh wiped his hands across his pressed jeans. “I
think it’s your battery.”


“That’s an easy enough fix. Let me see if I can get
one of the girls to drive me to an automotive shop.”


“Don’t be silly, I can do that.”


She didn’t want to be around him anymore than she
had to. “You’ve done enough for me…clearly. And I’m not happy with you anyway.”


“I know you’re not and I’m sorry about the job
thing. But you deserve better and so does your daughter.” He closed the space
between him and she could now smell is cologne. It was intoxicating, in a good
way.


His words then registered in her head. Daughter?
Had he said daughter? How did he know about Hailey? How much did he know?


“I’d like to help you. Maybe I can pay her tuition
so you can work a better job with different hours.”


How did he know so much? Abigail crossed her arms
and glared at him. “What’s wrong with me being a stripper? I’m damn good at it
and I make a lot of money. After all, it is the male race that enjoys throwing
money at women just to see her tits.”


Josh grinned. “I didn’t say you weren’t good. I just
think a day job would be better. You could be more available to her when she
needs you.”


“Just because I’m here at night and have a
babysitter doesn’t mean I’m not there for her when she needs me.” She was very
active in Hailey’s school and his insinuations were a wound to her pride.


“If I pay for her schooling, will that help you?”


Abigail leaned against the car and stared at the man
who could change everything for her and Hailey. She had to tell him. He was
bound to find out. In fact, he already knew quite a bit. A man with his money
had the ability to get whatever information he wanted to. And maybe it was best
he heard it from her before someone else.


Taking a deep breath, she said, “We need to talk,
but not tonight. Let’s get my car taken care of and then I’ll call you
tomorrow. I promise.”


“Sounds good. My vehicle’s this way.” He held his
hand out to her. She stared at it and wondered if she should take it. Instead,
she held her arms tight across her chest as though she were cold and followed
him across the parking lot.


After he learned the secret she’d been hiding, she
was pretty sure he wouldn’t want anything to do with her.


 








 


 


Chapter Three


 


Josh pulled his car up to Abigail’s place the next
morning. She’d asked him to be there at ten. He was a few minutes early, but he
believed in punctuality. He decided to go ahead and knock on the door. No
reason to sit in the car. She most likely knew he was there already.


He went to apartment 2A and knocked. There was no
answer, so he knocked harder. Finally the door swung open. Abigail’s face
appeared and she didn’t look happy. “You’re early.”


“Only a little.” He took in the sight before him.
Her hair was up in a towel and she wore a small pink robe that let him see just
how long her legs were. “I figured you’d be ready by now.”


“I still had fifteen minutes. You’d be amazed how
much I can get done in that time.” She opened the door wider and stepped back
so he could come in. “Make yourself comfortable while I get dressed.”


He walked into the tiny place and watched as she
headed to the back. Was she naked under that robe? Thoughts flooded his head of
her onstage. As much as it should sicken him to know someone he cared about was
doing that, he had to admit, she had a nice body. She had long flowing blond hair
with a slight curl to it. And eyes that almost matched the color of coffee. She
had curves. Wide hips, a waist that dipped in, and then a set of medium-sized
breasts.


Willing the image of her body from his mind, he
walked around the living room, studying the photos. Most were of the child
Hailey and the rest were of the two of them. Josh had chatted with Nate again
and he found nothing of a father in the girl’s school records. He’d dug around
further and there wasn’t a trail anywhere. Who was the mystery man that had
walked away from these two?


Finally taking a seat on the couch, he looked
forward to actually talking with Abigail. Maybe things would work out for the
two of them this time. He had every intention of letting her know today how he
felt about her years ago and how he felt now. He wasn’t getting any younger and
he wanted to settle down. Abigail was the one he wanted to share his life with.
And with no mention of any father, perhaps he could adopt the girl and give her
the father she deserved.


“Sorry about that, but like I said, I wasn’t
expecting you just yet.” She entered the living room. Her hair was now dry, a
light layer of make-up coated her face, and she wore a tight white shirt with
dark blue jeans. The picture of beauty.


“It’s all right. I was early. Please sit.”


“Don’t forget this is my home and I call the shots.”
She took her seat.


Josh smiled. “I’m sorry for that as well. I forget
I’m not the boss of everyone sometimes.”


“It’s okay. You’re a high-powered man. It happens.”


“I’m glad we’re finally talking. Have you thought
about my offer?” She nodded, but before she could speak, he spoke again. “Good.
I want to help you both in any way I can. I probably over-stepped my grounds,
but I know your daughter’s father isn’t in the picture.”


Abigail tensed. “How much do you know about her
father?”


“From what I can gather, he must be scum. How can
someone have a child and not support them? It’s pathetic.”


“Maybe he didn’t know.” Her voice was soft and
caring, which really irritated him.


“Nonsense. Don’t cover for him.”


Abigail wiggled in her seat. “So you don’t know who Hailey’s
father is then?”


“Personally, I don’t care who it is. As I’ve said, I’d
like to help. I never had kids of my own and you were special to me.”


Her cheeks turned a light shade of red. “We spent one
night together.”


“One amazing night. We connected on many levels. I
know you felt what I did. I’ve never believed in love at first meeting, but
with you, I do.” Josh gazed at her, looking for any sign she might feel the
same.


“Don’t think you can sweet talk your way into me
forgiving you for getting me fired.”


“I can tell you’re one to hold a grudge.” He scooted
closer to her on the couch. “Perhaps with a little persuasion, I can get you to
forgive me.”


Josh leaned in, his lips close to hers. Her mouth
parted and she sighed. Just as he was about to kiss her, her hands touched his
chest, pushing him back. He stared into her eyes, hating the feeling of
rejection.


“I invited you here to talk. After what I have to
tell you, I’m almost positive you won’t want to kiss me.”


What could she possibly have to tell him that would
cause that kind of reaction? “What?”


“It’s about Hailey’s father.”


“What about her father?”


Abigail’s eyes were wet and he could tell whatever
she had to say, it was hard. A tear dropped slowly down her cheek and his heart
ached at the sight. “Is he deceased?”


She shook her head.


“What? Tell me.”


“It’s you,” she said in an almost whisper.


“Me. What about me?” He was confused.


“You’re her father.”


Josh froze. He was Hailey’s father. The little girl
in the photographs with his mother’s name was his. And in all these years, he
was never told. As he stared at the woman in front of him, he couldn’t help but
wonder why she’d kept this from him. “You never told me. Why?”


“I was going to, but I was worried at first you’d
think I did it on purpose. Then I worried you wouldn’t believe me and you’d
turn me away.”


His heart hurt to think she thought that badly of
him. Had he come across as some sort of monster? “I never would’ve done either
of those things. It pains me that you would think that.” He stood up and raked
his hands through his hair. “In four years, you never thought to tell me.”


“As time passed, it got harder because of the time.
Really, there is no excuse. All I can say is I’m sorry.” She wiped a tear from
her cheek. “Please don’t take her from me.”


Take her? My God, he’d never do
that unless she was unfit. And that was one thing the woman in front of him
wasn’t. She loved that little girl with everything in her if she was willing to
work where she did so their daughter could go to one of the best private
schools. He could tell by the photos that Hailey was happy.


“I’m not going to take her.”


“Do you hate me?”


Josh wasn’t quite sure what he was feeling at the
moment, but hate wasn’t one of those emotions. He wanted to meet his daughter,
but he knew he couldn’t just be her father right away. “How are we going to
introduce me to her?”


“I don’t know.”


What a mess. He had a child and she didn’t know him.
He couldn’t just waltz right in and tell her he was her daddy. The child would
be confused and angry at both Abigail and him. “Maybe I can come around and be
your friend? She can get to know me on that level before we tell her.”


“You want to be in her life?”


“Of course I do. If I’d known about her, I would’ve
been here since day one. I would’ve married you.”


Abigail folded her arms across her chest. “You’re
only in town a few days and since I’m no longer working, I guess we’re pretty
free.”


“Tonight then.”


She blinked hard. “That’s fast, but okay.”


“Good. How about I come here for dinner, so it’s on
her territory and she can feel more comfortable?”


“Just understand that she is to think we are friends
and that’s it.”


Josh nodded to her and then walked toward the front
door. He was leaving rather abruptly, but he had to get out of there and clear
his head. Before leaving, he grabbed a photo frame from the side table. Abigail
said nothing and he suspected she wouldn’t. He left, holding the frame tightly
against his chest. Once in the car, he dialed Nate to see how quickly he could
get a paternity test done.


* * * *


Josh wiped the sweat from his palms onto his pressed
khakis. He’d never been more nervous than he was now. In a moment, he would
meet his daughter, only Hailey didn’t know he was her father.


Raising his hand, he knocked on the door. Abigail
answered almost immediately. Her hair was up in a bun and she had long dangling
earrings that almost sparkled in the light behind her.


“Hi,” she greeted.


“Good evening.”


She stepped back. “Come on in.”


Josh entered the apartment. It smelled delicious.
His mouth watered in anticipation of what was to come. He followed her farther
inside and it was then he saw the little girl. Her light hair had a slight curl
to it—just like her mother’s—and her green eyes were oval shaped. The image
before him almost made his heart stop beating. He felt as though he were looking
at his mother as a child.


“Hi.” Hailey hopped up and ran over, wrapping her
arms around her mom’s leg.


Josh knelt down. “You must be Hailey. I’m Josh.”


“I know. My mommy said you were her friend and you
were coming to eat with us. She also said I had to wear this pretty dress and
use my manners.”


He chuckled. “You look beautiful and it smells yummy
in here.”


“My mommy is a good cook.”


“I can’t wait to try it.” Josh stood again. His
knees ached on the hard floor. Hailey took it as her cue to go back and play
with the toys she’d been entranced with before he came in.


Abigail smiled at him. “Want a glass of wine?”


Josh nodded and went with her to the kitchen. He
wasn’t sure what to do. Help Abigail or sit near the girl on the couch. He
didn’t want to make Hailey uncomfortable. Tonight he’d have to just go with the
flow and take his time.


* * * *


Dinner had gone much better than Abigail had
expected. Hailey had been curious and outgoing. She’d warmed up quickly to Josh
and by the end of dinner, she begged him to read her a bedtime story. And he
did. After Abigail washed Hailey up and got her pajamas on, her daughter curled
up in the rocker with Josh and he read her several stories.


Abigail had to leave the room while this happened.
Her eyes grew wet and she wanted to hide the emotion from each of them. Her
daughter had taken to him so quickly, she wondered if Hailey sensed he was her
father. She knew it wasn’t conceivable for Hailey to just know, but viewing the
touching scene from the outside really made her ponder the possibility.


After a few more minutes, Josh joined her in the
living room. “She’s ready for a kiss from you. I think she’s almost out.”


Abigail smiled at him and then headed toward her
daughter’s room. Josh was right. By the time she made it in there, Hailey’s
mouth was open a little and her breathing was heavy. She planted a kiss on her daughter’s
forehead, then turned the light off and closed the door halfway.


She returned to the living room and found Josh
seated. He looked up at her as she took a seat as well. “That went great
tonight. I really liked her.”


“She wasn’t shy with you at all.”


“Is she usually?”


“No, I don’t know why I thought she would be. She
doesn’t have a shy bone in her body. But she isn’t used to being around men, so
I thought she might be a little nervous with you.”


He was silent for a moment and then spoke, “You’ve
done an amazing job with her.”


Abigail’s heart sped up and her stomach pitter-pattered.
“Thank you. And for what it’s worth, I’m really sorry I kept her from you.
Seeing the two of you together and what she’s missed all these years, I realize
the mistake I made.” A tear found its way down her cheek and soon another
followed.


She saw Josh clench his fists together and wasn’t
sure why. Then he reached out to her, pulling her close to him. She tensed from
the contact. Josh was the last man she’d been with or touched. He rubbed her
back and soon she found herself relaxing into him and enjoying being held. She
inhaled his musky scent and nuzzled her face into his collarbone. He didn’t
have to be nice to her, yet he was. And she still had every reason to be angry
at him, and yet as he held her, she couldn’t find an ounce of any emotion but
peace.


The contact ended much too quickly, but she stayed
close. “It’s been a long time since an adult has hugged me.”


Josh took her hand in his and cupped it with his
other hand. “I would like to come back, tomorrow if possible. I’m only in town
a short time and I want to see her as much as I can.” He cleared his throat
before adding, “I’ve arranged for a test tomorrow as well when she gets out of
school.”


“A test?”


“A DNA test.”


Abigail pulled away from him, feeling slightly
offended. She wasn’t sure why. Maybe because with everything in her she knew he
was the father, but then she had to remember that Josh knew nothing about her
and whether or not she was lying. “Okay, let me know where to meet you.”


Josh stood and held his hand out to her. She hesitated
a moment but then took it. He pulled her up. “I’m going to head out. If she’s
mine, I promise I will take care of her and you.”


“She is yours.”


Josh smiled. “I know. She reminds me of my mother.
But this test needs to be done regardless, if I want to legitimize her.”


“I understand,” Abigail snapped.


Josh reached out for her, but she stepped back.
“What’s wrong? Things have been going really good tonight.”


“It’s this whole situation. It’s getting to me. It’s
like you’ve waltzed right in and become a part of our lives. But at the end of
the week, you’re leaving. And when you do, I have no job to return to and yet
still have bills to pay.”


“I’ll take care of you.”


“I’m not some child that needs to be taken care of
though. I’ve been independent all these years.” She paused before adding, “but
I guess you just don’t understand. You’ve probably always had money.”


“Let’s just get through tomorrow and before I leave,
I promise we’ll figure this all out, okay?”


Abigail nodded, not having much fight left in her
tonight. The last two days had been emotionally draining and at this point she
wasn’t sure what she wanted.


Josh took her hand and kissed the back of her palm.
He then removed a card from his wallet, handing it to her. “This is where we’re
going tomorrow. Would you like me to pick you both up?”


“No, we’ll meet you there.”


“Okay.” He moved toward the door. “See you
tomorrow.”


After he was gone, Abigail was able to let out a
huge sigh of relief. Life was about to change and she prayed it was for the
best. In the meantime, she had to go against Josh and find a job. She already
had an interview set up in the morning. She couldn’t take a chance on Josh yet
and the offers he had. For all she knew, when he left at the end of the week,
she would never see him again


 








 


 


Chapter Four


 


“And tell me, why would I want to hire you when
Freddy Regan let you go?” the scrawny man in front of Abigail asked.


“He didn’t want to let me go. I was his number one
act,” Abigail argued.


“So you say. Go on up onstage, show me what a number
one act is.” The repulsive man pointed at the stage.


“I don’t have an outfit.”


“You got panties on underneath what you’re wearing?”


She nodded, feeling nauseous with the way his eyes
groped her.


“Then you have what I need. Now strip.”


Abigail sighed and then did as he said. This strip
joint wasn’t nearly as nice as the one she’d come from. She wondered what the
cliental was like here and if it was even worth trying to get the job. On stage,
she waited for the music but it didn’t come.


“What are you waiting on?” the man demanded.


“Music?”


He laughed. “If you have the talent you claim, then
you don’t need music to aid you. Strip and dance or get off my stage.”


Taking a deep breath, she slowly and seductively
removed her clothes, leaving them in a pile on the small stage. She then set
forth with the number the men all loved at the other club. Holding onto the
pole, she grinded her hips into it as she moved up and down. Next she wrapped
her legs around it and spun around with one hand, all while undoing her bra
with the other. She cupped her breasts and flicked her nipples. She stole a
glance at the owner and he looked very pleased. Leaning back against the pole,
she hooked her thumb into the tops of her panties and slowly lowered them.


“Okay,” he said in a throaty tone. “You’ve got the
job.”


Pulling her panties back up, she grinned. “Thank
you.”


“I don’t know what Freddy was thinking, but man,
you’re one hot piece of ass. When can you start?”


“Next week.” She had to wait until Josh was gone.


“Saturday night or not at all.”


Reaching down, she grabbed her clothes. “I can do
Saturday.”


“Good.”


She dressed and then met him off the stage. “I
really appreciate it, Mr. Taylor.”


His eyes were dilated and she had a feeling he was
hoping she’d reciprocate how much she appreciated it.


“I have to go get my daughter from school. I’ll see
you Saturday evening.”


He nodded. “Seven. Don’t be late.”


Abigail left as quickly as she could. She had to get
Hailey now and across town for the DNA test. And she still hadn’t figure out
how to tell Hailey why she was getting her cheek swabbed.


* * * *


Josh sat in the waiting room. Abigail and Hailey
were running late, but at least Abigail had called and let him know. Traffic
was backed up, she said, from a train.


He thought back to his conversation with Nate, who
warned him not to get attached just yet. But it was too late for that. Just as
he’d told Abigail last night, he knew without a doubt that little girl was his.
He felt a bond with her immediately and when she cuddled up with him in the
rocker, all the anger and pain he’d been feeling about the situation faded. He
was meant to be with her and Abigail, regardless.


Abigail. She was going to be a tough one to convince.
She had a brick wall around her and he wasn’t sure she was willing to let
anyone in. She’d been doing it alone for years and she was content that way. He
was positive the only reason she was letting him anywhere near their daughter
was because she’d hidden it from him. If the roles were reversed, she’d have
chased him out of there with a baseball bat.


He only had a few more days in town and needed to
take that time to win them both over. Nate thought it was crazy that he wanted
Abigail and to be a family. Nate felt like he should be angry and take the
woman to court. And all kinds of other things. But he wanted Abigail. He always
had. He never should’ve let her get away all those years ago. If he had been
smart, he’d have gone after her. She’d be a lawyer by now and they might even
have another child.


He was going to see that her dreams still came true.
She deserved it. Not to be getting naked for men. As long as he had his way,
she’d never return to that lifestyle. Even in the event Hailey turned out not
to be his, he still wanted both of them.


The door swung open and Abigail and Hailey entered
the office. They each had their golden hair up in ponytails.


“Hi, Mr. Carter,” the little girl said as she took a
seat next to him. “Mommy said you and I are taking a test.”


“We are. Did she tell you what kind of test?”


She nodded her head real dramatically up and down.
“To see if we’re related.”


He grinned at her but didn’t say much else. He then
glanced at Abigail, who leaned against the wall, arms crossed, and appeared to
be nervous. “How are you?”


“Good.”


He was about to pry a little more, but the door to
the back opened and a nurse called their names. “Are you ready?” he asked
Hailey.


“I hope so. Mommy said she is taking me for ice
cream after this.”


“Oh yum. What’s your favorite kind?” he asked as the
three of them went into the back.


“Chocolate with sprinkles.”


“Me too. The sprinkles especially.”


Hailey giggled. “We must be related.”


Abigail helped the little girl up on the table. The
test only took a few minutes and they were on their way. In the parking lot,
they parted ways. He wanted to spend more time with them, but could tell
Abigail needed space. Him being here was getting to her, so he’d give her
tonight. But tomorrow he planned to surprise her while Hailey was at
pre-school.


* * * *


Abigail removed the yellow gloves and went in search
of water to curve her thirst. Whenever she was stressed out, she cleaned. As
she sipped the water, pride filled her that her place sparkled and smelled of
lemon and bleach. Now to get herself clean.


Setting the bottle down on the counter, she began to
lift her shirt up over her head.


Knock knock.


Abigail pulled the edge of her tank top back down.
She glanced at the clock and thought it was early for the mail man to be here,
but he might’ve been ahead of schedule today. Then again, she wasn’t expecting
a package at the moment, so it probably wasn’t the mailman. She stood on her
tiptoes and peeked through the peep hole. Josh. What was he doing here?


Opening the door, she said, “Hailey’s at school.”


He held an envelope in his hand. He couldn’t
possible have the test results already. Then again, he had money, so anything
was possible. “I’m here to see you. Can I come in?”


Abigail stepped back out of the way and let him enter.


“It smells good.” He glanced around.


“I was cleaning. I was just about to wash up before
you showed up unexpected.”


He grinned. “I thought we could open this together.”


She eyed the white rectangle in his hand. “That’s
for you. Not me. I know you’re the father. You were the last man I was with.”


“Before you found out you were pregnant?”


She laughed. “No, as in you’re the last man I’ve
ever had sex with.”


“You don’t mean…”


“Oh, yeah, I mean it. I’m a single mother. I don’t
have time to date.” He was quiet and she found it amusing. She could only
imagine the thoughts running through his head. “Open it up.”


He set the envelope on the table next to him and
closed the space between them. “It was five years ago that you and I were
intimate. And in all this time, you’ve never gone to bed with another man?”


“You’re still on that?” Men.


His hand wrapped around her neck and he pulled her
face to his. “Do you have any idea what it does to me to know I was the last
one to touch you?”


She shook her head. “What does it mean to you?”


“How about I show you? Can I?”


She gazed at his lips and licked hers. Before she
knew what was happening, she nodded and his mouth crushed against hers. He
stole her breath when his tongue swooped in and met hers. She reached out and
grabbed his shoulders, bringing her body closer to his.


Her body burst with pleasure, the same way she felt
years ago. His arms wrapped around her and lifted her. Her legs intertwined
with his waist. Josh spun her around, setting her on the same table the
envelope was on.


He ended the kiss, but only to begin a trail on her
cheek, to her chin, neck, and collarbone. “Oh God,” she murmured.


She arched into him as his tongue licked the top of
her cleavage. Her core ached to be touched. She wanted this man badly. Instinct
kicked in and she reached out, yanked a handful of his dress shirt, and smashed
her lips to his. Her fingers began working his buttons. Once a few were undone,
she slipped her hand inside his shirt and across his firm chest.


“You’re amazing,” he whispered before his thumb
flicked over her nipple.


Abigail gasped and then went back to working on his
shirt. Just as she reached the last button, she looked up at him and saw the
passion in his eyes. But then she wondered what she was doing. Should she be
doing this with him? She barely knew the man and for all she knew, when he returned
home, she may hear from him again. She couldn’t risk it.


She pushed him away and hopped off the table.


“What’s wrong?” he asked.


“We can’t do this.”


He came up behind her. “We don’t have to do anything
you don’t want to.”


Oh, she wanted to. And her soaking wet panties were
all the confirmation she needed. But her heart couldn’t handle it.


“I think you should go.”


“What about the results?”


Abigail turned back toward him. “Like I said before,
those are for you. I don’t need to see them.” She left the room for the shower
she had originally set out for earlier.


 








 


 


Chapter Five


 


Josh sat on his bed in his hotel room and stared at
the sealed envelope. He then picked up the photo of Hailey that he’d taken and
studied the little child. He never told Abigail his mother’s name. If he’d seen
her more years ago, he was sure that he would’ve. But one night of passion
didn’t leave them much time to talk.


Hailey had large round eyes and the shape of them
reminded him of his mom. He had no doubt what the contents of the envelope
would tell him. He didn’t need to see it to know. He opened his briefcase and
tucked it away inside. He’d burn it if he could, but knew he’d need the results
to legitimize Hailey as his. And he planned to. He wanted to give her
everything she dreamed of.


Perhaps he could convince Abigail to come live with
him in New York. He then remembered what she said—him being the last man she’d
ever been with. It warmed his heart to think of her as untouched. And that the
last man to bring her pleasure had been him. Now to convince her she would
never need any other man but him.


He was glad she’d stopped their make-out session
today. It would give her time to figure out if she wanted him or not and not
based on the desire he lit in her at that moment.


Josh’s cell phone rang, pulling him from his
thoughts. “Josh speaking.”


“Sir, I know you’re away on business and
mini-vacation, but there’s been an emergency and we need you back in New York
ASAP,” his secretary said with urgency in her voice.


“What’s the emergency?”


“The union is threatening to go on strike.”


Crap. “I’ll be there this
evening. Call and get my jet ready.”


“Yes, sir.”


He hung up. Leaving right now wasn’t what he’d
wanted, but it looked as though he had no other choice. Once things got
settled, he’d call Abigail and arrange to have her and Hailey fly out to him
for a weekend.


* * * *


Abigail set her phone down on the car counsel after
listening to the voicemail from Josh. He had left and gone back to New York. He
claimed there had been a work emergency, but she wasn’t so sure she believed
him. Maybe he was like other men, and when she didn’t spread her legs, he took
off. Well, at least he was gone before she had made the mistake and sat down to
tell Hailey just who he was. For now, she would wait until her daughter was
older.


Abigail pulled the checkbook from her purse and then
headed inside the pre-school.


“Hi, Mrs. Smith,” Abigail greeted the director of
the school.


“Ms. Reese, it’s good to see you. I wasn’t expecting
to see you in today. Let me call back and have them bring Hailey up.”


Abigail chuckled. “Tuition’s due. I always come in
on this day.”


“Oh, well, I figured since your paid up for the next
few months…”


“Wait, what? Is my account mixed up with someone
else?”


“No. A gentleman came by and took care of it. I
figured you knew.”


Josh hadn’t been lying when he said he’d take care
of Hailey. “Oh, yeah, I forgot. Silly me.” Hailey came running through the
front doorway and clung to her mother. “Well, we’ll see you next week.”


Abigail picked Hailey up and toted her outside to
the car. She wasn’t sure how she felt about Josh at the moment, but if he did
help out with Hailey’s expenses, perhaps she wouldn’t have to strip any longer.
She’d at least go Saturday since she’d made a commitment, but after that, she
wasn’t so sure.


“Mommy,” Hailey called from the back seat.


“Yes, honey.”


“Did you get the tests back?”


“What test?”


“The one with that man, Mr. Carter.”


Leave it to her daughter to remember such a thing. “Oh,
yes, he did.”


“Are we related?”


Abigail sucked in her breath and then slowly let it
out. Her daughter was much too smart for her to lie to. “Yes, honey, you two
are.”


“Good, ‘cause I really like him. I want him to come
over more.”


Abigail tried to contain her emotions, but it was
hard. Having a child could do that. They were so pure and understanding. “Well,
we’ll see what he wants to do.”


Hailey didn’t say anything else. She looked out the
window for the rest of the drive home.


* * * *


Josh climbed out of the cab in front of Abigail’s apartment.
He had missed them both so much he’d fueled up his jet and flew back to North
Carolina as soon as he could. He wanted to surprise her and Hailey and hoped it
wasn’t too late. It was a little after seven on Saturday. He’d tried calling
earlier, but hadn’t gotten them. Hopefully they didn’t already have plans.


He knocked on the door and was greeted by a woman he
didn’t know. “Hi, is Abigail here?”


“She’s working,” the older woman said.


Something in his gut told him he wasn’t going to
like where this conversation was headed. “Where is she working?”


“I don’t think I’m at liberty to say at this moment.”


Hailey peeked her head around the lady. “Hi, Mr.
Carter.”


“Hi, sweetie, I was coming over to see you and your mommy
tonight. I miss you both.”


“Mommy’s working like she does every Saturday,”
Hailey confirmed his fear.


“Oh, I forgot. You be good for this lady, okay?”


“I will.”


He smiled until his back was to them and the door
was closed. Anger boiled through him. Had he not promised to take care of her?
Did she not believe him? It wasn’t like he’d just abandoned her. He’d left her
a message explaining why he left. It wasn’t like he was never coming back.
Unless she thought that? No, she couldn’t. He was positive he’d been making his
feelings to her known.


Either way, he was calling Freddy and letting him
know he wasn’t pleased. But after the phone call with him, he learned that she
wasn’t stripping at his place. Instead, rumor had it she was the star act at
one of the slummiest places in town. Abigail couldn’t be that desperate, could
she? There was only one way to find out and that was to go into the shithole
and see if she was there.


The cab arrived back quickly and when he made it to
the strip joint, he asked that the driver wait on him and to keep the meter
running. His plan was to go in there, yank her out, and take her back to her
place. The mother of his child was not going to be doing this for a living.


He was asked to pay a cover charge when he went
through the door. He pulled his wallet out and slapped the twenty dollars in
the bouncers hand, feeling disgusted with himself as he entered the rat hole.
He made his way through the place, looking for the office where the owner might
be.


Then the loudspeaker announced they had a new act
and his stomach went into knots. Abigail was about to come out on stage.
Jealously tore through him knowing that all these men were going to be looking
at her, fantasizing about her, or worse. He took his spot at the end of the
stage. He wanted to be the first person she saw when she walked out.


The music started and the men began to holler. The
curtain moved a little and then she came through. Abigail was a sight. She wore
a sexy sailor costume, her blond hair tightly curled, and her lips bright red.
She slowly strutted down the stage and then froze when she caught his eyes. He
could see the panic set in on her face and the next thing he heard were the men
booing at her and yelling for her to strip.


She spun around and marched off the stage. There was
yelling backstage and then she came back through the curtain, tears running
down her face. He reached his hand out to her, but she glared at him and he
swore he could see smoke coming from them. She hopped off the stage, but then a
scrawny man appeared, stopping her in her tracks.


“Hey, what’s going on? I told you to get your pretty
little ass up on that stage and strip,” a man demanded. “You’re making a fool
of my club. If you don’t get up there and give the show promised, I’ll ruin
you. Do you hear me?”


“You’ll not talk to her that way.” Josh pushed her
behind him. “I’ll have this place shut down by Monday.”


The man laughed. “Yeah, right. I’d like to see you
try.”


“Let’s go.” Josh took Abigail’s hand and led her out
of there. “I’ve got a cab.”


“I’m not going anywhere with you!” she yelled.


“Why?”


“I’ve now lost two jobs because of you. Go back to
New York and leave me alone.” Abigail stormed off toward the parking lot.


“Abigail,” he called after her but she kept walking.
He wasn’t letting her out of his life again. He ran after her. “Dammit. Stop,
please.”


Finally at her car, she did. “Leave me alone. I’m fine
if you want to be there for Hailey, but you can’t dictate my life. If you don’t
like it, that’s fine. But I’m doing the best I can.”


“Why do you have to strip though?”


“It pays good. I can’t help it men think with the
head between their legs and are willing to give money just to watch me dance.
That’s them. But because of men like that, I’m able to pay my bills and have
money set aside each month. I have a college fund started because of those types
of men.”


“But, I want to support you so you don’t have to.”
Did she understand?


“You can’t just waltz right in here and expect me to
change my life. Don’t you get it? You can’t buy me like you do everything
else.”


Buy her? He wasn’t trying to buy her. He was trying
to love her, but it wasn’t coming across that way to her. “I’m sorry,” he
finally said. “I didn’t mean to disrupt your life, but you haven’t let me in.”


“You’re right. I’ve been doing this alone all these
years and it’s hard for me to have someone else wanting to help.”


“And I do, want to help. I want you and Hailey.”
Josh gazed at her. His heart rate sped up as he craved reaching out and
touching her. He wanted to comfort her.


“I don’t know if I’m ready for that just yet.” Her
words ripped at his heart.


“I understand. How about you fly back with me? We
can spend some time together and I can show you around the city.”


Abigail shook her head. “Hailey has school.”


“It’s pre-school. But if you’re worried about her
missing work, we’ll bring some with us.”


“I’ll think about it.”


“Fair enough.” He could settle with that for now.


“I need to get home.” Abigail’s eyes burned into his
and he wondered if she was looking for an excuse not to.


Josh stepped closer and she didn’t move away.
Reaching out, he pulled her to him. “I’m here for you,” he whispered before
placing his lips on her cheek.


Her face slowly turned into his and her lips were
inches away from his. Her eyes stared up at him, causing him to lose all focus.
He had to have this woman. His hand wrapped around her neck, tilting it up, and
his lips captured hers. Only this woman could fight with him and then heat him
up.


“Get the hell off my property!” a man’s voice shouted
from behind them. Anger flooded him that his kiss with Abigail was ending much
too quickly.


Abigail pulled away first. Josh spun around to see
the club owner coming their way with the bouncer.


“I’m going to call the cops if you don’t leave this
instant,” the owner ordered.


“Get out of here,” Josh said, directing the command
to Abigail.


She didn’t argue. As soon as Abigail was out of the
parking lot, he turned back to the men standing there watching him. He thought
about saying something to them, but then changed his mind. These men weren’t
worth the tongue lashing.


 








 


 


Chapter Six


 


Abigail and Hailey had been in New York for almost a
week now. Abigail still couldn’t believe she was actually here. She had been
back and forth about the decision, but every time she looked at Hailey, she was
reminded of Josh. And as angry as she was, her heart still beat rapidly when he
crossed her mind.


Since arriving, they had been to more places than
she could imagine visiting. Josh had taken them to the zoo, museums, parks,
restaurants. All the places were kid-friendly and Hailey had loved it. He’d
even hired a nanny for while they were there so Abigail could get a break as
well. It had been wonderful.


They had yet to tell Hailey that Josh was her
father, but Abigail knew it would be soon. Hailey knew they were related but
didn’t yet know how. And it wasn’t fair to keep this from her. Josh had made it
clear he wasn’t going anywhere. He also told Abigail daily that he wanted them
both. And the more time Abigail was spending with him, the more she wanted it
just as much as he did.


She couldn’t help but wonder though if she had told
him about Hailey years ago, would she be here in New York now? Would she have become
that hotshot lawyer she’d always dreamed of being? Or even have her own firm?
Would she have another child? And most importantly, would she be as happy as
she had been these last few days?


Abigail sighed loudly. It was getting to be too much
with all the what ifs. Tonight Hailey was staying in with the nanny and
Josh was taking her out. She couldn’t wait to spend the evening with just him,
but knew they had to discuss telling Hailey he was her father and their return
to North Carolina. Abigail would love to stay here but knew she couldn’t. It
would be much too easy to be here and things had never been easy.


Glancing in the mirror, she added her lipstick. Her
hair was styled with big bouncy curls. She wore a simple red dress that Josh
had delivered. He’d wanted to treat her all evening. She was positive he had
spent more than she made in a week on this dress.


She was satisfied with her appearance. In her room,
she slipped on a pair of black heels and grabbed the matching clutch purse.
After leaving her room, she went to the next door down and found Hailey with
the nanny.


“Mommy, you look beautiful.” Her daughter’s eyes lit
up.


“Aw, thank you sweetie. Come give me a hug. I don’t
think I’ll be here when you go to bed tonight.”


Hailey wrapped her arms around Abigail’s waist. “I
love you, Mommy. Have fun.”


“I will. And you have fun with Ms. Janet.” She
winked at the older woman.


“We’re going to have popcorn in bed and watch a
movie.”


Abigail laughed. “That sounds like the perfect
evening.” She kissed the top of Hailey’s head. “Love you. Be good.”


“Bye.” Hailey returned to the nanny.


Abigail smiled, feeling at complete peace and then
headed for the stairs to see if Josh was ready. As she walked down the long,
winding stairway, she caught a glimpse of Josh in his study. The door was open.
He wore a dark suit, and sat on the side of his desk on the phone. As she
stepped onto the tiled floor, her heels clicking, he looked in her direction
and held a finger up, letting her know he’d be with her in a moment.


She watched him, beside her self at the attraction
she felt for this man. They’d shared a few kisses throughout the week, but she
was craving more. Much more. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could go
before she snuck into his bedroom at night and had her way with him.


“What’s put that smile on your face?” Josh asked as
he closed his office door.


“You.”


He offered his arm to her and she grabbed ahold of
it. “I like seeing it. Let me know what I did so I can keep doing it.” He led
her to the front door. “Ready?”


“Yes.”


“Good. Hailey going to be okay without you this
evening?” His tone was laced with concern that melted her heart.


“She’s going to be fine.”


They stepped out front where a limo waited for them.
She gazed up at him and couldn’t believe he’d gone to so much trouble for one
evening. Her stomach fluttered and her heart beat fast. Was this what it was
like to fall head-over-heels in love with someone?


* * * *


Josh sipped his wine as he stared across the table
at the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on. These last few days with
her and Hailey had been perfect. He didn’t want them to leave, but he knew not
to push Abigail. He’d already caused her to lose her job—twice. She wouldn’t
take kindly to him taking her away from her home as well. But he couldn’t
fathom being away from either of them.


When he looked at Abigail, he saw his future. He
could do so much for her. Get her back in school, put Hailey in another top-of-the-line
school. And in return, she could do just as much for him. If she stayed and
started a life with him, he’d finally be whole.


“The last few days have been fun,” he said.


“Hailey has loved it. She’s only been on small
vacations before. I don’t think I can top this—ever. Well, maybe a Disney
cruise.” She giggled.


“We can do that this summer.”


Abigail’s eyes widened and he worried she was about
to get upset by him implying a future, but then he watched as she relaxed and a
smile crept back on her face. “That might be fun.”


“Do you mean it?” he asked.


“Yes. Hailey loves you. I think it’s time we tell
her.”


The server arrived at their table and set plates of
food in front of them. He asked if they needed anything else and Josh
practically shooed him away to get back to his conversation with Abigail.


“You’re ready to tell her?”


“I think so. She’s accepted that you two are related
and I can’t believe she hasn’t asked how yet.” She took a bite of her mashed
potatoes. “I don’t think you’re going anywhere and that you want to be in her
life. It’s only fair to both of you for her to know that you’re her father.”


Holding his fork in his hand, Josh took several deep
breaths to compose himself. He was so happy that she wanted him in Hailey’s
life. But she hadn’t mentioned anything about them or a relationship.


“Would you consider moving to New York?” he asked as
he cut into his steak.


“I don’t know.”


“I won’t force you to do anything, but if you come
here, not only will Hailey have more opportunities, but so will you.” He took a
bite of his steak.


“It’s something to think about.”


He grinned. It was a step and that was all that
mattered. “Do you believe that I want to be with you?”


Abigail pressed her wine glass to her lips, but her
dark eyes were locked on his. She set the glass down and then wiped her red
lips with the napkin. “We need to take things slow.”


“I can handle slow.”


“As much as I want to stay here in New York—and
believe me, I do—I think for now Hailey and I will return to our other home.
But will visit often.”


Josh didn’t want that. It was hard for him to accept
this answer. He was used to being in control, but when it came to Abigail, that
control went out the window. She called almost all the shots.


He softly said, “I don’t want you to leave though.”
He reached across the table and she met him halfway, taking his hand.
“Apparently I haven’t proved to you yet that I want you.”


“Josh, you have. But you have to understand that
mine and Hailey’s life is somewhere else. We can’t just drop everything and
live here with you.”


“Why not?” His tone was almost demanding. “Why can’t
you just give this a real shot?”


“I am. But you’ve only been back in my life a short
time. How can you expect me to pick up my entire life and move in with you?”


“I’m just asking you to take a chance on us.”


“Me taking a chance is one thing, but I have to
think about Hailey too.”


He groaned and shook his head. She was right—again.
Abigail had a way of doing that. “I don’t want to argue this evening. I have
special plans for us tonight.”


“I don’t want to fight either.” She squeezed his
hand that she still held. “I like you, a lot.”


She wasn’t ready to hear how he felt about her.
She’d run for sure. “I don’t want to discuss when you and Hailey plan to leave
at the moment, but I would like to know when you think we should tell her about
me.”


“Tomorrow?”


“Perfect.” He inhaled deeply. Tomorrow Hailey would
learn he was her father. Would she be happy? Upset? What kind of questions
would she have? He looked at Abigail and knew that she had most likely already
had the conversation in her head and had the answers. He’d follow her lead and
together they would get it right.


* * * *


Climbing out of the limo, Abigail hated that the
evening came to to an end. After dinner, Josh had taken her to a show. He’d
held her hand and even stolen a kiss or two. On the way home it had taken every
ounce of her control not to ravish him. She wasn’t sure if the wine from dinner
was having the effect on her or if her desire for him was getting so strong
that she couldn’t hold off any longer.


Inside the house, Abigail stopped at the bottom of
the steps and looked back at Josh. He stood there, his jacket draped over one
shoulder. She licked her lips and wondered if he was having as hard a time as
she was.


“What are your plans?” she asked.


“I’m not sure.”


She walked toward him, her heels echoing on the tile
floor. As she stood before him, he raised a hand up to stop her.


“Only do this if you’re sure.”


Abigail nodded. “You’re right.” She stared into his
eyes. Every ounce of her told her not to hold back. Reaching out, she gripped
his shirt in her hands. “I’m sure.”


It was all either of them needed. Their lips
connected in an instant. She was glad his arms were around her or she would’ve
fallen from the force of the kiss alone. One leg lifted and his hand gripped
her inner thigh, holding it up. His erection pressed into her center and she
was eager to get hers and his clothes off.


Breaking away from his kiss, she said, “We should
take this upstairs.”


Letting go of her leg, he chuckled. “You’re right.
The sooner I have you naked in bed, the sooner I can taste and explore.”


A shiver went down her spine. “What are we waiting
for?”


As they ascended the stairs, Abigail took a moment
to make sure this was what she wanted. The man behind her was strong, powerful,
rich, but also sweet, caring, and passionate. Oh, yes, this was what she
wanted.


She paused in front of Hailey’s door. It was open just
a crack. She first glanced at Josh, who nodded at her. Next she peered in,
seeing her daughter sound asleep. The nanny’s room was across the hall and
Abigail knew that for tonight, if her daughter needed anything, Ms. Janet would
be there. Abigail could fully enjoy her evening with Josh.


She entered his room and then spun around to look at
him. He was a sight and could steal her breath with a single smile. “Maybe I
should ask you,” she began, “are you sure?”


He walked closer to her and she stepped back, seeing
the passion in his eyes. With his hands on her waist, he kept her walking
backward until her back landed against the wall. “Touch me and you’ll know.”


Her fingers ached, but with her gaze locked on his,
she did as he asked. Her hand slowly made its way down his firm chest and abs,
past his belt buckle, and finally to the very large muscle in his pants.
Wrapping her hand around it, she pumped in a leisurely manner.


Josh groaned and then wiggled himself from her
grasp. “Not quite yet. I want to play with you.”


Before she could say anything, his hand nudged her
thighs apart. With one hand, he grabbed the one she’d been fondling him with
and lifted it above her head, pinning it and her other arm against the wall.
She gasped, but then with his free hand, he pushed her panties aside and slid
his fingers into her folds. She gasped again, but in a different way.


His lips claimed hers and she took his kiss as best
she could. But his fingers dived into her, two at a time.


“You’re so wet.”


She couldn’t form any words to tell him that it was
him, that he made her this way. She stood up on her tiptoes as he fingered her.
Her back arched and she leaned her head against the wall. Josh took it as an
opportunity to lick and nibble on her neck.


Abigail wasn’t going to last. She squirmed as the
pleasure built inside her. Coming so soon seemed so juvenile to her, but she
couldn’t hold off.


“Just let go,” Josh commanded.


She nodded and as the waves tore through her, she
cried out. Her hips gyrated with his fingers, bringing them deeper inside her. He
still pinned her hands above her head. She felt absolutely wanton, but loved
it. Opening her eyes, she stared right into his as she rode out her orgasm,
panting the whole time.


Once it was over and she couldn’t take anymore, he let
go of her arms and removed his other hand from inside her. He picked her up and
carried her to his bed, laying her down.


“That was good,” she murmured. “But it’s my turn to
please you.” Reaching out, she yanked him by his pants, pulling him down onto the
bed with her.


He fell next to her and she then crawled on top of
him, pulling her dress up around her waist.


“Fuck, you’re hot,” he said.


She reached behind her head and started to pull the
zipper down. She then pushed the top of the dress down as well so it sat in a
circle around her waist. His eyes were completely dark and she loved knowing
she had such an effect on him. Abigail unclasped her bra and removed it,
letting it drop to the floor. He cupped her breasts and his fingers rubbed over
her pert nipples.


She leaned forward and let the tip of one touch his
cheek and then slowly moved until it graced his mouth. He sucked it in and kneaded
on the other one. She closed her eyes and relished in the pleasure. His tongue
was doing wonders to her.


She pushed away from him and stood. She wiggled out
of the dress and her panties, so she now only wore her heels.


“You’re beautiful.” Josh sat up and started to
unbutton his shirt.


“Let me.” She pushed his hands away and took over.
One by one, she undid the buttons until she was able to push his shirt off his
shoulders. She then started on his belt and the button on his pants. After that
she pushed his pants down, eager to see if he was a boxer or a briefs kind of
man.


Ah, he was a boxer brief man. With her thumbs in the
black waistband, she lowered them and herself with them, until she was on her
knees in front of him. His cock was in her face and she smiled up at him. Opening
her mouth, she glided it in. Not far, just enough to coat the tip with her
saliva.


“Oh, God,” he murmured.


She took him deeper and her tongue followed the vein
on the underside, massaging it. His breathing was heavy. She stole a glance at
him. His eyes were closed and his hips only slightly moved with the rhythm. Any
other time, she’d do whatever she had to send him over the edge, but not
tonight. For now she’d tease.


After a few more minutes of letting her mouth
pleasure him, she kissed her way back up his body. Josh grabbed her by the waist
and tossed her onto the bed. She laughed and he joined her right away, pushing
against her until she climbed backward up to the headboard.


“You have no idea what you do to me.” He kissed her
arms, shoulders, neck, and finally her lips.


“Oh, I think I do. It’s your turn to touch me and
find out.” She squirmed at the sensation as he dipped a finger between their
bodies and rubbed the sensitive nub. He flicked it several times then lightly
squeezed it. She clung to his shoulders. “Oh, God, Josh!”


He laughed slightly and then removed his hand. “Now
you know how I felt doing my best to hold off as you pleasured me with your
talented mouth.”


“Make love to me now,” she pleaded.


Josh reached over to his nightstand and removed a
foil package. She watched as he rolled it onto his long shaft. He then pushed
her legs apart and placed the tip right at her opening. His lips reclaimed hers
and as his tongue thrust into her mouth, his cock entered her opening.


It was then she really lost every coherent thought
and all she could do was concentrate on the connection she had with Josh. With
each thrust, he brought her closer and closer to climax. And when it finally
tore through her body, she knew she could never go another day without this
man.


Once it was over, she curled up into his body. His
arms were tightly wrapped around her. She closed her eyes and fell asleep in
the embrace of the man she loved. The man she couldn’t walk away from, even if
she tried.


 








 


 


Chapter Seven


 


Josh was the first awake the next morning. He
propped himself up on his elbow and gazed down at Abigail as she slept. It was
going to break his heart when she got back on a plane with Hailey, but he had
to keep faith she would be back. Perhaps he could convince her before then that
she belonged in his bed, just as he should have five years ago.


Abigail stirred and then rolled over onto her back.
Her lids fluttered open and she smiled when she saw him.


“Good morning, beautiful. How was your night?” he
asked.


“Best night of sleep I’ve had in years.”


“You’re not the only one.” He leaned down and kissed
her cheek. “I wish we could stay right here forever.”


Abigail lightly rubbed his morning stubble before
sitting up. She leaned forward and kissed his cheek and then trailed her lips
to his. It was a sensual kiss, but enough to get his engines roaring. Wrapping
his hand around her neck, he broke the contact and stared into her eyes.


“I’d love to see where this is going, but…” He
smiled at her. “We have a daughter to take care of.” It warmed his heart to say
the words he did. He still couldn’t believe he was a father.


“We do.” She raked her hands through his hair. “I
really am sorry, Josh. I made the wrong decision all those years ago. I never
should have kept her from you. I can see how much you love her.”


“There’s no need to apologize. We can’t go back and
redo it. Besides, I never should’ve let you walk away. I had the ability to
find you after you gave me that fake number. But I didn’t. I just assumed the
feelings weren’t mutual.”


“They were,” she whispered.


Josh watched as she moistened her lips. One more
taste, that’s all he needed before they began their day. He pushed her onto her
back and climbed on top of her.


An hour later, after what was supposed to be just a
kiss, Josh and Abigail made their way downstairs. In the kitchen, they found
breakfast being prepared by his housekeeper. Hailey sat at the kitchen table,
coloring with Ms. Janet. When she heard them come in, her eyes lit up and she
jumped out of her seat to run and hug her mom. After she released Abigail, she
looked up at him and gave him a big grin.


“Good morning, Mr. Josh.”


“Good morning.” He couldn’t wait until they told her
he was her father. He agreed with Abigail that Hailey was ready. And he
couldn’t wait to hear the beautiful little girl call him Daddy. And with that
thought, he was determined to get Abigail to marry him and give him at least
five more kids.


“Breakfast is about ready,” his house keeper announced.
“Coffee’s done though.”


Abigail got her coffee and then sat down at the
table. He joined them as well with his cup. After a few moments, breakfast was
served. Hailey loved eating a big breakfast each morning. She told him she
didn’t want to go back to cold cereal. But he wasn’t going to push. He had
faith that things would work out and soon she could have that breakfast each
morning.


“What are we doing today?” Hailey asked.


“No big plans today.” Abigail took a bite of her
bacon. “But Mr. Josh and I want to sit down and talk with you though.”


“What about?”


“Right now we’re eating. But after we all get
cleaned up, we’ll sit and talk. Sound good?”


Hailey nodded.


Josh’s heart sped up with the upcoming announcement.
He couldn’t help but worry Hailey would be mad and upset they hadn’t told her.
He watched as she ate. She was such a happy child. Abigail had done a wonderful
job with her.


When breakfast was over, he excused himself first
and headed up the stairs to shower and get ready for the day. He hoped he
didn’t come across to the two most important girls in his life that he was
giving them the cold shoulder, but he had to prepare himself mentally for
today. Things were about to officially change and in some ways it scared the
crap out of him.


After he was showered and dressed, he locked himself
in his study. He pulled out a photo album and flipped through the pages that
were filled with his parents. He missed them and right about now he could use
his mother’s advice, or at least her shoulder to lean on. She’d have loved both
Abigail and Hailey. His mother and father would be spoiling Hailey more than he
was. By now she would have a room filled with anything her heart desired.


He laid the photo album down, but removed a picture
of his parents first. He then opened his brief case and pulled out the envelope
that held the results of the DNA test. Nate had advised him to read the results
before he told the little girl. That before he opened his arms and home to
them, he needed to make sure.


Josh’s finger sat at the edge and lightly pulled the
paper away, hearing the tear. At the halfway mark, he stopped and set the
envelope down. Something warmed in his chest and he felt as though someone was
communicating with him. Looking up at the ceiling, he had a feeling it was his
mom. She was there whenever he needed her.


A tear trickled down his cheek and he felt his
mother’s presence, letting him know the results in the envelope. He no longer
wanted it in his possession. When the time came to legitimize Hailey, he’d have
Nate fax the results to his lawyer. Standing, he picked up the envelope, opened
the top drawer, and removed a lighter. He lit the flame and placed it to the
paper. As it burned in his hand, the warmth that had engulfed his heart now
spread throughout his body. When the flame was nearing his fingers, he dropped
it into the empty waste bucket.


Once it had burned and the fire was out, he left his
study to find Abigail and Hailey, the picture of his parents in his hand.


* * * *


Abigail decided to have the big talk with Hailey out
in the garden. Hailey loved coming out there and playing. Josh was inside
getting the picnic basket. They had agreed on doing a late lunch. She’d gotten
worried earlier when he had disappeared after breakfast, but she was sure he
had his reasons. When he’d returned, he seemed to be himself again. Abigail
hadn’t stopped to think about how this was affecting him.


Hailey ran over and handed Abigail a flower.


“Thank you.”


“Can we get a garden like this at our house?” Hailey
asked.


“We’re in an apartment, honey. That’s a little hard.
Maybe a flower box on the deck.”


Hailey sat down next to her. “I don’t want to leave.
Can we stay here? Do you think Mr. Josh would let us?”


Abigail smiled. Mr. Josh would certainly let
them stay forever if they wanted. And the more Abigail thought about it, the
more she wanted to stay as well. However, she knew this couldn’t be a magical
fairy tale for them. Although she was no longer angry with Josh for putting her
out of a job. In fact, he’d given her an excuse to leave a world she no longer
wished to be a part of. Deep down she knew if they went back to their home, her
heart would still be here.


Looking over at Hailey, who was picking the petals
off the flowers she’d just gathered, she knew her daughter would be sad if they
left. Abigail took a deep breath and decided she would wait to see how this
talk went before making any big decisions.


“Here are my two favorite ladies,” Josh said as he
approached them.


“I’m starving, Mr. Josh. I hope whatever you have in
there is good.”


“How does a BLT sound?”


Hailey shrugged. “I don’t know. What is it?”


Josh laughed. “It’s a sandwich with B for bacon, L
for lettuce, and T for tomato.”


“I’ll take a BT then.”


Abigail laughed. “Okay, sweetie.”


Josh sat down on the blanket that Abigail had
brought out with her. He set the basket in the middle and looked over at
Abigail. She knew he was nervous, because she was too. Hailey’s life was about
to change. She had never really asked about her father. Only once at a school
function had she asked. Abigail had frozen but hadn’t gone into detail. She
knew that would come later. She’d simply explained that Hailey had been a gift
from God to her. And that had satisfied her for the time being.


Abigail removed the sandwiches from the basket. She
opened her daughter’s and removed the lettuce before handing it to her. Hailey
took a big bite of the sandwich. “I like it.”


“It’s my favorite sandwich,” Josh told her. “My mom
used to make them for me all the time.”


“Does she still?” Hailey asked.


He shook his head. “Not anymore. She’s in Heaven
now.”


Abigail reached out, rubbing his arm. “I’m sorry to
hear that.”


Josh reached into his back pocket and removed a
photo. He handed it to Hailey. Abigail leaned next to her and peered at the
picture. “Are these them?”


“Yes.”


Abigail stared at the face of his mother and swore
she was looking at Hailey. The resemblance was striking. “What were their names?”


He cleared his throat. “My dad’s name was Phillip
and my mother’s,” he paused and took a deep breath, “my mom’s name was Hailey.”


Abigail thought her heart stopped beating. Tears
built up in her eyes and began to spill out. She couldn’t believe her daughter
shared the same name as her grandmother. And that it hadn’t been planned.


“Mommy, why are you crying? Do you not like that his
mom had my name? Because, you know, a little girl in the room next to mine at
school is called Hailey too and I didn’t cry.”


Abigail laughed. “That’s why I am.”


“That’s silly.”


Abigail reached out, pulled Hailey into her lap, and
looked at Josh. He nodded, knowing what she was about to do.


“Hailey, sweetie, Mr. Josh and I have something to
tell you.”


Josh moved closer as well but didn’t say anything.


“Tell me.”


“You know how you went to take that test with Mr.
Josh?”


Hailey’s head moved up and down as she took another
bite of her sandwich.


“Well, sweetie, Mr. Josh is someone very special to
you.” The tears started again. Josh handed her a napkin, but before she could
take it, he wiped away her tears.


“Who are you?” Hailey asked him.


Abigail nodded this time, letting him know he could
go ahead and tell her.


“I’m your dad.”


“Really?”


Abigail squeezed her daughter’s shoulders. “Yes, he
is.”


Hailey set her food down and then left Abigail’s
lap. She took a few steps and plopped herself in Josh’s lap. “I’ve always
wanted a daddy. I’m glad it’s you.”


Abigail smiled and her heart melted. Josh reached
out and tugged her to him, wrapping his arm around her as well. She laid her
head against him.


“Do you have any questions?” Abigail asked.


“Do we get to live here?”


Before she could speak, Josh reached with his other
hand toward the picnic basket. He pulled out a small black box and Abigail’s mouth
dropped open. He couldn’t be…was he?


“Hop up a minute,” he said to Hailey.


Her daughter obeyed, taking a seat next to her. Josh
turned to Abigail. “I love you. I never want you to leave here. I want to make
every dream of yours come true. I can’t imagine having you and Hailey over a
thousand miles away. Please tell me you will do me the honor of being my wife.”
He opened the box and a gorgeous diamond glistened in the sunlight.


“What are you going to say?” Hailey asked, staring
at her.


Abigail stared at the gorgeous ring. More than
anything she wanted to say yes. But things were moving so fast. Just last night
she’d told him she wanted to take things slow. As she took in the site of the
diamond nestled inside a black box, her heart rate beat at a rhythm so fast she
worried a panic attack was about to start. “Oh, Josh, it’s beautiful, but I
can’t say yes.”


She couldn’t look at him as he asked, “Why not?”


“It’s too soon. This is all happening so fast. I’m
not ready.”


Josh closed the velvet box. Glancing up at him, she
saw he appeared sad and she hated knowing she had hurt him. But this wasn’t
some fairytale and he couldn’t just swoop in and make everything the way it
should be.


“I think Hailey and I need to fly home. Would your
jet be able to take us today?”


“So soon?”


Abigail nodded. “I think its best we go.”


She started to put everything back in the basket
when he reached out, catching her wrist. “Tell me one thing…that it’s not over.
And you’re going to give this a real chance. I don’t want to lose you or
Hailey.”


“You’re not losing either of us. It’s just too much
too soon,” she repeated, not sure if it was for him or her. Abigail glanced
away and saw Hailey had lost interest and wandered back over to the flower
garden. “Hailey, come on. We need to go pack.”


Taking her daughter’s hand, she looked back at Josh
and smiled. He didn’t return the gesture. Instead, he pulled his cell phone
from his pocket. As she and Hailey walked toward the house, she heard him ask
for his jet to be readied.


 








 


 


Chapter Eight


 


Josh slammed his laptop shut. As he stood, he shoved
his chair back, hearing the thud as it hit the wall. This past week had been one
of the worst in his life. It wasn’t easy putting on a happy face when his
family was a thousand miles away and the woman he loved had turned down his
proposal.


Josh stood in front of his wet bar and poured a
glass of scotch. He understood where she was coming from. Abigail wanted to
take things slow and see where things went. And he supposed he couldn’t blame
her. It wasn’t like they had a history and really knew one another. They shared
a child. One they’d conceived from a one-night stand. That didn’t make them
soul mates or anything fuzzy like that.


Abigail called him nightly though so he could tell
Hailey goodnight. The little girl couldn’t wait to see him again. She’d really
warmed up to him and Josh was glad. Hailey wanted him to come see her this
weekend, but he had to turn her down. He had a big dinner to attend Saturday.
He’d asked Abigail if she’d like to be his date, and for a moment he thought
she was going to say yes, but then she hadn’t.


He took a sip of his drink, enjoying the burn as it
went down. Any minute now his phone would be ringing and Abigail would be on
the other side. Did it tear at her heart as much as it did his that they were
so far apart?


* * * *


“Is it time to call daddy?” Hailey asked as she
grabbed her toothbrush.


It still took Abigail aback to hear her daughter say
the word daddy. But she was glad her daughter finally had one. “Scrub
those chompers and then come meet me in your room.”


Abigail went down the hall to Hailey’s room and sat
down on the bed. As she waited on Hailey, her thoughts went where they always
did. Josh and his bed. She missed him more than she’d expected. If she had a
time machine, she’d go back right now and accept his proposal and never leave
his home again. She knew it was best that they were getting to know each other
and she enjoyed their talks. Each night when she went to bed and lay alone, she
knew her heart was opening more and more.


“All done!” Hailey plopped down on the bed.


“Blow.” Hailey leaned close and blew in Abigail’s
face. The minty scent hit her and she nodded. “Good job. Now we can call daddy.”


Abigail clicked his name and handed the phone to
Hailey. Her daughters face lit up when Josh answered. She chatted animatedly
with him and told him all about her day at school and how she came home and
made cupcakes with her mommy. Hailey giggled a lot before finally yawning and telling
him goodnight.


Abigail took the phone. “Hold on a moment while I
tuck her in.” She set the phone on the bed and leaned forward, kissing Hailey’s
forehead. “Sweet dreams, my princess. I’ll see you in the morning.”


“Love you, Mommy.”


“Love you too.” Abigail picked the receiver back up
and dimmed the light before returning to her call. “Hi, Josh.”


“How are you?”


“Tired, but good. It’s not easy being home all day
and night. I’m starting to go a bit stir-crazy without a job.”


“Return to school.”


She shook her head. “I can’t afford it at this moment.”
Before she gave him the chance to offer the money, she added, “But I have
contacted a college and discussed getting student loans.”


Josh cleared his throat. “I’m glad to hear that.”


“I figured you would be.”


There was a long silence before Josh broke it. “I
miss you. I’m trying to be patient and take things slow. And I understand the
timeframe of us being in one another’s life again is short, but I can’t be
without you. It kills me that you and Hailey are so far away. I promise I won’t
push and will take things at your pace.”


Abigail grinned, not being able to help it. “It’s
getting harder on me as well.”


“Why are we doing this then?”


“I need you to know I’m independent and not going to
rely on you for everything. Just like with schooling. You’re not paying for it.
If I go back to school, I’m doing it on my own, even though it’s going to be
difficult with no job.”


“If you come to New York, you can work and go to
school and I’ll be around to help with our daughter. And don’t forget about
Janet, the nanny. I’m sure we could hire her full-time.”


“I know.”


“Just think about it, that’s all I ask.”


Abigail yawned. “I’m going to turn in for the night.
We’ll talk tomorrow?”


“You bet. Goodnight.”


“Night.” She pressed the end button and then
held the phone close to her heart. As silly as it seemed, having the phone this
close made her feel like he was there with her.


As she headed toward her room, she prepared herself
for yet another sleepless night.


* * * *


Another week had passed and Abigail couldn’t take it
anymore. She had to see Josh and she was almost surprised that he hadn’t yet
shown up. She could hear the desperation in his voice when they spoke. It
wouldn’t be long before one of them burst.


She was the one about to blow, in fact. She’d been
in contact with her old law school in New York, and it looked like things might
be lining up the way she wanted. But she couldn’t be certain yet.


She finished stuffing Hailey’s clothes in the
suitcase. Now all she had to do was get her daughter and make it to the airport
in time. While the flight might not be as nice as it had been on Josh’s jet, at
least it would get her from point A to B. The best part was Hailey and Josh had
no idea.


* * * *


Josh loosened his tie as he stepped into the
kitchen. “What’s for dinner?” he asked the cook.


The older woman smiled. “Chicken fingers and French
fries.”


He stared at her and wondered if he’d heard her
right. Chicken fingers and French fries? Sure, he wasn’t picky, but he
hadn’t had anything like that since Hailey had been here. He walked closer and
noticed she was making a lot.


“I know I have a hefty appetite, but I don’t think I
can eat that much.”


The woman giggled. “Don’t worry about what you can
eat.”


Josh grinned, went to the fridge, and removed a
coke. He noticed a few juice boxes had been added. He was about to mention it,
but then decided against it. One of the house staff members probably had a
child visiting or something.


“How long until dinner?” he asked from the doorway.


“About thirty minutes, I hope.”


“I’ll be back.” He left the kitchen and began the
path toward his office. Just as he was about to enter it, he noticed a set of
headlights out front. Who is here? He wasn’t expecting anyone.


Only one way to find out. Josh opened the door and
as soon as he stepped out, a small child clung to his leg. “Daddy!”


“Hailey? What are you doing here?” His arms wrapped
around her and he looked up and saw Abigail approaching, a grin across her
face. “What are you two doing here?”


“We decided to come home,” Abigail said as she stopped
in front of him, “if you’ll have us.”


With his free hand, he reached out and took
Abigail’s. “You better believe I’ll have you. And how lucky you are tonight,
Hailey. The cook is making your favorite.”


“I know. Mommy called her.”


He looked up, not believing Abigail had pulled this
off without him knowing. Especially since it was his car and driver that had
brought her here. She must have paid for her flight, because his jet hadn’t
been used.


“Come in, please.” He let go of them and stepped
back as they came in.


His family was finally home. He couldn’t be happier.
Hailey excused herself to use the restroom. As soon as she was out of sight, he
reached forward and pulled Abigail to him. Without any hesitation, he claimed
her lips with hunger. She opened to him right away and his tongue slipped in,
tasting mint.


Abigail’s arms wrapped around him, bringing herself
close. She kissed him with such tenderness and yet it went straight though him,
until the excitement settled between his thighs. He hoped she would share his
bed tonight and every night from now on. He hadn’t washed her pillow since she
left, preferring to shroud himself in her scent each night.


The kiss ended and she stepped back. “I missed you.
I couldn’t stay away any longer.”


“I’m glad. You have no idea how close I’ve been to
getting on my plane and coming out there. But I knew you needed time.”


She kissed his cheek. “Thank you for giving me that.
But I no longer want time or to take things slow.”


“Good, because if you leave here again, I’ll hunt
you down and go all caveman, dragging you back here by your hair.”


She giggled. “I could think of a more enjoyable way
for you to pull my hair.”


Josh groaned. “You just wait until tonight.”


“Believe me, I can’t wait.”


* * * *


The next day Hailey begged to have another picnic in
the flower garden. Abigail agreed since it was a beautiful day. Her daughter
had also requested Josh make BLTs again and this time she’d try the tomato.


In the kitchen, Abigail saw Josh filling the basket.
“Need any help?” she asked.


He looked up. “Nope, I got it.”


Abigail stepped up to him to plant a kiss on his
cheek that still held his morning stubble. “Any surprises in there today?”


“That’s for me to know and you to find out.”


Abigail smiled and traced her fingers down his face,
staring into his eyes. “I love you.”


Josh set the knife down he’d been using for the mayonnaise
and pulled her to him. “I love you too. Now go get Hailey. As much as I want to
eat you instead for lunch, we have a daughter waiting on us.”


Ten minutes later they were all seated in the garden
again. Only this time they all seemed happier. Hailey now knew Josh was her
father and Abigail was finally feeling like things were going to work out the
way they were supposed to. She had a man she loved and he loved her in return.


“I could never tire of lunches out here.” Abigail
took a sip of her water.


“It’s lovely out here. I need to make the time to
enjoy this garden more,” Josh agreed.


“With Hailey here now, I think you will.”


He grinned. “Things feel complete,” he paused, “well,
almost.”


Abigail watched as he pulled a black velvet box from
his blazer. She giggled, knowing what was in it this time.


Josh looked at Hailey and said, “I hope this goes
better this time.”


Hailey directed her gaze toward her mother. “I hope
so too.”


Josh got on one knee and opened the box. “I love you
more that words can express. I don’t ever want to be without you again. These
past few weeks have been torture, that if I have to live my life without you,
then I’d rather it be over. You complete me.” He looked at Hailey and then back
at Abigail. “You and Hailey. Please do me the honor of saying yes and being my
wife.”


Not only was this what she wanted, but she was
certain this was where she and Hailey belonged. They would all finally be a
family. “Yes, I’ll marry you. I love you, Josh.”


Josh removed the ring from the box and slid it on
her finger. After he let go of her hand, she admired the diamond and glanced
back at him.


“Kiss him, Mommy!”


Abigail did just that. She pulled Josh to her and
kissed him, keeping it as conservative as possible with Hailey watching. The
kiss ended and Abigail cupped her hands and wondered how she’d gotten so lucky.


Josh pulled another box from his blazer. This one
was a little bigger. “I have something for you too, Hailey.” He opened it,
revealing a silver heart necklace. “Do you like it?”


“Yes!” Hailey screeched.


“Is that real?” Abigail asked.


Josh laughed. “Of course.”


“Oh my God, be careful with that, Hailey, do you
hear me?” She looked back at Josh. “Have you ever been around a four-year-old?
That’s likely to end up in Play-Doh.”


Josh smiled. “It’ll make nice shapes, don’t you
think?” He leaned next to her ear. “I hope we have another very soon.”


“You want more kids?”


“Hailey, do you want to be a big sister?” Josh
asked.


“Are you having a baby too?”


Abigail giggled. “No, no baby—yet.”


Abigail snuggled up to Josh and placed her head on
his shoulder. He wrapped both arms around her and placed a kiss on her
forehead. She loved this man with all her heart. How did she get so lucky to
have a man as compassionate as him to love her in return?


 








 


Epilogue


 


Abigail walked across the stage—one she was proud to
be on—after her name had been called, not believing this day was finally here. She
had graduated and now was about to get her degree. She was officially a lawyer!


As she took the diploma from the dean, she looked
out at the crowd. Josh was there with Hailey and they clapped and hollered
loudly. She waved and then the baby in her belly kicked hard. She laughed and
rubbed her belly. Their son was just as excited as they were.


Once off the stage, she joined the others
graduating. After everyone had their diploma, they tossed their hats into the
air. Today was one of the best days of her life.


Abigail joined Josh and Hailey outside.


“I’m so proud of you!” Hailey hugged her.


“Me too.” Josh kissed her cheek and laid his hand on
her growing stomach.


“I couldn’t have done this without you,” she said.


Life had been great and was only getting better.
Hailey was thriving and enjoying the last few years. It was as though they’d
always been there, and the first four years away from Josh hadn’t existed.


 


The End
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