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    Evangeline 
 
      
 
    I lied, okay?  
 
      
 
    My family and friends think that I'm traipsing across Europe dominating one runway after the next and amassing a small fortune. But the truth is I'm in New York City, on stage at the auction, about to sell off my body to the highest bidder just to pay off the outrageous debt that I owe to my modeling agency. I’m only 22 but apparently, I’m already past my prime. 
 
      
 
    I’m scared and I’m humiliated. Still, I know that one month with a wealthy stranger will solve all my problems.  
 
      
 
    But the last person I expect to be placing bids on my (non-existent) virginity is Raphael Silver, my father's sexy and filthy rich best friend.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Raphael 
 
      
 
    I miss the good old days when closing a business deal meant cracking open a bottle of aged scotch with a rich old mongrel in the VIP section of an upscale Manhattan strip club. But, this young, trust fund brat wants to take it up a notch.  
 
      
 
    That's how I ended up at this ultra-exclusive sex club, watching idiot billionaires bid at a virginity auction. This place is sleazy, even for me. I'm not the type of man who gets off on ‘paying for play’. Still, I'll go along with it just to get this new client.  
 
      
 
    But the last person I expect to see on that stage in a sparkly little outfit is Evangeline Brooks, my best friend’s way-too-young, way-too-tempting daughter. I can't help but notice that she's all grown up but I'll be darned if I let one of these scumbags get their hands on her. 
 
      
 
    I’ll do anything to protect her, even if it means buying her for myself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    COMING SOON. 
 
      
 
    Join Dirty Folks, my exclusive Facebook group, for updates. 
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    The much-anticipated conclusion to the Dirty Suburbs series 
 
      
 
    Gracie 
 
      
 
    "Did he cheat?"  
 
      
 
    That's the first question women ask when they learn that I'm separated from my husband. I always offer them a weak smile and assure them that, no, Daniel didn't cheat on me. The man is a lot of things, but unfaithful isn't one of them.  
 
      
 
    So then, naturally, the next question that comes to their mind is, did I cheat? Thankfully, they usually have enough couth to refrain from asking that one out loud.  
 
      
 
    The reality is that neither of us were unfaithful. We found a host of much more inventive ways to break each other's hearts. 
 
      
 
    But I'm just about sick of crying myself to sleep every night. And I hate the look of despondency on his face every time he comes over to pick up our son for the weekend. 
 
      
 
    We've both suffered for long enough. It's time to end this madness.  
 
      
 
    One of us has to be the bad guy. I guess that's gonna have to be me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel 
 
      
 
    "Are you dating?" 
 
      
 
    That's the first question women ask me when they learn that I'm separated from my wife. Hell no, I'm not dating. And neither is she. I swear – I'd kill any man that gets near my Grace. 
 
      
 
    People in this town assume that my marriage is over. But they don't know the lengths I'd go to for that woman. I'm not giving up on my wife. On my son. On my family. 
 
      
 
    I'm sick of falling asleep in a cold bed every night. I need her body curled up beside me. I need to wake up next to her. 
 
      
 
    She still loves me.  
 
      
 
    We've both suffered for long enough. It's time to end this madness.  
 
      
 
    One of us has to be the bigger person. I guess that's gonna have to be me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    COMING SOON 
 
      
 
    Join Dirty Folks, my exclusive Facebook group, for updates. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Dirty Farmer 
 
    The Dirty Suburbs Series (Book 6) 
 
      
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
    I'm a little hormonal right now. 
 
      
 
    Y'see, I found the ring at the bottom of his sock drawer, a modest diamond sitting on a thin, yellow gold band. But now 8 weeks later, it's gone. He returned it and my once-devoted boyfriend is having second thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Did I mention that I'm pregnant? 
 
      
 
    Anyway, I had to get out of the city and I had nowhere else to go. So, I jumped in my car and headed to Reyfield, Illinois. Now I'm working for a grumpy cowboy who sets my hormones into overdrive. 
 
      
 
    Great. Just great. 
 
      
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
    I like to keep to myself. Just me and my farm. So when a chatty city girl shows up in search of work, I'm hesitant to hire. But with her adorable blond ringlets and her pretty pink lips, I can't bring myself to say 'no'. 
 
      
 
    And did I mention that she's pregnant? 
 
      
 
    Anyway, I've got to keep my head on straight and ignore the way she sends my libido into overdrive, all while keeping this farm from plunging into bankruptcy. 
 
      
 
    Great. Just great. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Dirty Farmer" is book six in the "Dirty Suburbs", a series of full-length, stand-alone romantic comedies about the residents of small town Illinois.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Table of contents 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
    Chapter 35 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
    Chapter 37 
 
    Chapter 38 
 
    Chapter 39 
 
    Chapter 40  
 
    Chapter 41 
 
    Chapter 42 
 
    Chapter 43 
 
    Chapter 44  
 
    Chapter 45 
 
    Chapter 46 
 
    Chapter 47 
 
    Chapter 48 
 
    Chapter 49 
 
    Chapter 50 
 
    Chapter 51 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Lily  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The BMW 3 Series limps up the driveway, inching by on fumes. I check the address again. Yup, this is it. 
 
      
 
    I sign myself.  
 
      
 
    At least I made it to my destination before the poor car clunked out on me. My guardian angel must be exhausted after all the trash that's gone on in the past few days. 
 
      
 
    Trevor — freaking asshat — cut off my access to his credit cards as soon as he realized the car was gone. After everything I've been through with/for him, the least he could do was let me leave with my dignity in tact and a few dollars for gas and food. But nnnoooo...That's too much to ask of good old Trevor, the asshat. 
 
      
 
    Returning the engagement ring he bought me after finding out I was pregnant wasn’t enough humiliation for me. He had to add further insult to my injuries. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, I don’t want to think about my ex-boyfriend-slash-would-be-fiance right now. In the next five minutes, my life is about to change. In a big way. 
 
      
 
    I glance into the rearview mirror at my dishevelled appearance. My skin is pale. I look sickly. My eyes are puffy and red-rimmed from crying and the hair I spent two hours flat-ironing on Friday morning now looks like it would make a comfy home for a wounded bird. But aside from a quick dab of concealer and a swipe of lip gloss, there's nothing I can do about my appearance right this minute. 
 
      
 
    I grab my leather duffel and climb out of the driver's seat on wobbly legs. My skirt is embarrassingly wrinkled and I have sweat rings on my underarms. That's what I get for wearing this spring's trendiest white rayon on an impromptu long-haul road trip. 
 
      
 
    The sky still wears a purple-gray hue as the sun makes its sluggish ascent on this nippy late April morning. My heart thumps to the rhythm of my high heels cracking along the paved walkway. Bulbous flowers in an array of shades frame the path and the woven mat on the front stoop says 'Welcome'. 
 
      
 
    I sure hope I am. 
 
      
 
    I don't quite know how I'd react if a perfect stranger showed up on my doorstep in her red-bottom heels with a designer overnight bag and nowhere else to go.  
 
      
 
    But Rash-Decisions is my middle name so here goes... 
 
      
 
    I hit the bell and hear the tinny melody echo behind the door. A faint voice yells out. "I'm coming, I'm coming." 
 
      
 
    Goosebumps coat my skin as I wait an interminable moment before the door swings open. 
 
      
 
    A frazzled-looking blond stands at the door with a teary-eyed, snotty-nosed baby on her hip. She's petite just like I am but my hips are wider. My nose is broader, too. Hers is thin and straight. 
 
      
 
    But her hair is just as wild and unkempt as mine. Okay, looks like we have at least one thing in common right off the bat.  
 
      
 
    "Hello?" Her eyes scan my face before falling to my crumpled outfit, my overstuffed bag and my scuffed stilettos. "Uh, can I help you?"  
 
      
 
    She has gorgeous features. Huge chestnut eyes, high cheekbones, the longest lashes ever. But she could definitely use a good keratin treatment and maybe some balayage highlights. 
 
      
 
    Okay, Lily — not the time for a style analysis. 
 
      
 
    "Hi!" I say, much too chipper, much too enthusiastic. "Are you Grace?" 
 
      
 
    Her eyes narrow with suspicion. "Yes, I am." 
 
      
 
    The baby whines, leaning his head on his mommy's shoulder. A thought flutters into my mind - a little person will be clinging to me like that someday soon. I run my hand over my stomach and my heart clenches with equal parts awe and trepidation.  
 
      
 
    "This little cutie is your son?" I ask offering him a smile. The boy pitches a snotty sneeze and shoves his hand into the stretched-out neckline of Grace's ratty T-shirt. 
 
      
 
    She hitches a brow. "Who are you?" She pulls the child closer to her chest. 
 
      
 
    Great! She thinks I'm a predator!  
 
      
 
    The chapped corners of my lips burn from smiling so hard. "I'm Lily," I say, extending a hand.  
 
      
 
    I'm not sure that a handshake is the appropriate strategy for broaching this situation. But I don't have a script. I'm winging it here.  
 
      
 
    Her eyes fall on my bag again. "Look Lily, I don't mean to be rude but whatever you're selling, I'm sure I don't need." 
 
      
 
    "I'm not selling anything. I just need to talk –" 
 
      
 
    She shakes her head, backing away from the doorway. "My husband – estranged husband - bought us all the life insurance we'll ever need so..." She grips the edge of the door, readying to shut it.  
 
      
 
    The sound of an engine fills the air. Grace's eyes catch on something over my shoulder. I glance back to see a little, red VW Beetle pull up to the curb. A tall, blonde Marilyn Monroe lookalike jumps out, carrying a huge grocery bag with her. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry sorry sorry!" she calls out as she rushes across the driveway. "Got caught up in a conversation with Nancy and Delores in the checkout line. Couldn't get out of it." She offers me a wide smile as she zooms by me. "Hello!" 
 
      
 
    Faith. That must be Faith. Goodness, she's pretty. 
 
      
 
    She kisses the baby tenderly on his cheek. "My Pooh Bear has the cold," she coos. "Don't worry. Aunty brought you treats." She drops the grocery bag and steals the baby out of his mother's arms. 
 
      
 
    Grace throws me another glance before grabbing the door again. 
 
      
 
    "Wait!" I yelp, not even trying to mask my desperation.  
 
      
 
    Annoyance spikes in her brown irises. Faith’s curious blue gaze fans over my face. 
 
      
 
    This isn't how I'd imagined having this conversation; me standing on the front stoop, Grace two seconds from slamming door in my face. But it's now or never. 
 
      
 
    The words stumble past the ball of anxiety in my throat. "I'm your sister. And I need somewhere to stay." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You're fired." 
 
      
 
    The pimply teenager in front of me trembles at my words. And for the life of me, I can't remember his name. He's the third delivery guy I've fired in as many weeks. You just can't find good workers in this business.  
 
      
 
    "But I was only five minutes late!" he protests, trailing behind me like a lost puppy. 
 
      
 
    "I have no time for tardiness," I say simply as I continue to load the milk bottles into wooden crates.  
 
      
 
    I have customers relying on me. They need milk for their morning coffee and their kids’ breakfast cereal. They need their deliveries to be on time. So, I need my delivery guy to be on time. They all start out only five minutes late. Then, they’re ten minutes late. And before you know it, you've got workers strolling in an hour late, poking their head into your fridge and asking you about your plans for the weekend while chugging down your cold beer and eating your apple pie.  
 
      
 
    Nope.  
 
      
 
    I've got a zero tolerance policy for lateness.  
 
      
 
    And for laziness.  
 
      
 
    And for incompetence.  
 
      
 
    Anybody who has a problem with the way I run this farm can take their excuses and their infirmities elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    I'd rather do things myself, anyway. That's the only way to make sure they get done right.  
 
      
 
    I stack two crates on top of each other and carry them out to my old Chevy truck, setting them down in the back and making sure that they’re snug so that they don’t break on the drive into town.  
 
      
 
    The poor chump isn't done trying to reason with me. "But they were fixing a broken water main on Centennial. They wouldn’t let my mom drive through." 
 
      
 
    So now, in addition to being late, he's gonna waste even more of my valuable daylight with his excuses? I don't have time for this. I have a long list of customers waiting for their milk. Plus, I have errands to run. Then, I have to come back here and clean out the pigpens and the horse stables before lunchtime if I have any hope of fertilizing the fields this afternoon. "Look kid, you’re late. You're fired." 
 
      
 
    Realizing that he can’t change my mind, his jaw sets and his fists clench just as his eyes start to water. He's trying to be tough. But getting fired from your first job must suck.  
 
      
 
    Whatever.  
 
      
 
    He'll take this lesson with him throughout the rest of his life. Or not. I don't really care.  
 
      
 
    "Jerk," he grumbles as he slings his backpack over his shoulder and starts off toward the road. 
 
      
 
    Well, that's an insult I've heard a time or two before. I don't sugar-coat trash. I'm a busy man and I learned a long time ago that emotions only slow you down. My grandmother, Mini, is always telling me that I need to be more patient and give people second chances. She says I'm closed off and need to let some people in.  
 
      
 
    I don’t see the point in that. Every time I've ever gotten close to someone, they've tinkered with the knobs in my chest and caused me a world of hurt. 
 
      
 
    Nah. I'm better off the way I am and I don’t care who dislikes it. Mini included. 
 
      
 
    I smile at the thought of the old nag. She's my biggest weakness and she knows it. She and Pops saved me from a messy situation that could have set my life on an entirely different course. They took me in. My brother, Zayn, messed off as soon as he turned 18 and he never really looked back. Pops died not long after. I was all Mini had left. So I plan on sticking by her side. But if she thinks she has a shot at controlling my life, that little old lady has another thing coming to her. 
 
      
 
    She has too much idle time on her hands anyway. She spends it all worrying about me. She used to be out and about, gossiping and playing bingo at the community center and wrecking havoc all over town with her friends, Nancy and Delores. But her diabetes has been getting in the way over the past year or so. She's resorted to bugging me as a form of entertainment. Good thing I've got a clever new idea about how to fill her days. 
 
      
 
    I stack the last of the milk crates in the bed of my truck and jump into the old vehicle, piloting it along the bumpy lane leading up to the main road.  
 
      
 
    I pass my disgruntled former employee on the way and I briefly consider giving him a ride into town, but when our eyes meet, he glares and flips me off. 
 
      
 
    Shrug. 
 
      
 
    I turn my focus back to the road. Just on the horizon, the sun is rising, turning the sky a thousand shades of orange. 
 
      
 
    It makes me smile. After a long dreadful winter, spring is dawning on Reyfield, Illinois. I just have to go into town, make these deliveries and run a few errands. When I'm done, it'll be just me, my beasts and my land. 
 
      
 
    It's a great day to be a farmer. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3  
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That baby was up. All. Night. 
 
      
 
    Now don't get me wrong – Sebastian is cute as idiot (in the day). But even unwelcome houseguests need sleep, too. Especially when they're 12 weeks pregnant and still recovering from being abruptly dumped by their douchey almost-fiancé.  
 
      
 
    I don't know how Grace deals with the sleepless nights but I'm about to find out in approximately 28 weeks. My stomach coils at the idea.  
 
      
 
    I'm having a baby. I'm having a baby.  
 
      
 
    I'm not sure how many times I have to repeat it to myself before the idea finally sinks in. The thought streamed through my head all night (in between puking sessions) to the soundtrack of Sebastian’s wails. Here I am with a wallet full of frozen credit cards while bunking with a sister who, 24 hours ago, had never laid eyes on me. I have no money and no plan.  
 
      
 
    Maybe showing up unannounced in Reyfield wasn't such a good idea. 
 
      
 
    But what did I really have to lose? My unpaid internship at Hectic Fashion Blog was going nowhere. Plus, my high school sweetheart returned the engagement ring he bought me then demanded that I terminate my pregnancy. 
 
      
 
    So, I couldn’t stay in Philadelphia. There was nothing there for me, either. I have no idea where I belong right now. Story of my life. 
 
      
 
    Staring up at the ceiling of Grace’s guest bedroom gets boring after a few hours. When my hunger begins to outweigh my fatigue, I roll out of the squeaky bed and pad down the stairs into the kitchen. I can still hear Grace in the nursery singing lullabies to a fussy Sebastian.  
 
      
 
    Poor thing. It's 6:15 in the morning, buddy. Time to give up. 
 
      
 
    I haul open the fridge door and nearly everything on the well-packed shelves makes me want to hurl.  
 
      
 
    Orange juice? Gag.  
 
      
 
    Eggs? No thank you.  
 
      
 
    Just the thought of eating a cup of strawberry yogurt causes morning sickness to bubble in my gut. 
 
      
 
    I abandon the fridge and scan the selection of breakfast cereals on the counter. Muesli…Rice puffs…Wheat bran. Blah! I settle on the Fruit Loops (although lord knows I should be having the wheat bran. Why do pregnant women get so constipated?) 
 
      
 
    I grab the biggest bowl I can find and take a seat at the table, scanning the Vogue website as I eat. Hmm...Looks like bra-tops are making a comeback this season. I glare down at my blossoming tummy. I guess that's a trend I won't be in on... 
 
      
 
    I devour the cereal before grabbing a refill. And you know how it goes with these things — one bowl leads to another, leads to another. Before I know it, the box is empty and I'm all out of milk. Great. 
 
      
 
    I hear bare feet slapping the stairs a moment before Grace appears down the hall with exhaustion on her face and Sebastian on her hip. 
 
      
 
    My pulse beats just a little faster. I didn't exactly get a warm welcome from her when I showed up yesterday. Aside from the fact that she clearly has a lot going on in her life, I'm some stranger who just showed up on her front stoop ready to move in. She doesn't know what to make of me yet but I'm willing to bend over backwards to get her to like me. 
 
      
 
    "Morning!" I chirp spritely, pasting a wide smile on my face. 
 
      
 
    Grace jumps, yelping loudly. And now Sebastian's crying, startled by his mother's outburst. My sister tries to lull the baby. 
 
      
 
    I feel even trashtier now. "I'm sorry." 
 
      
 
    Grace casts me a look that says she's trying to be patient. "No, it's okay. I'm so preoccupied I forgot you were here." She rubs the boy's head and bounces him lightly as he begins to settle down. She sets him in his highchair once his whimpering has stopped. "Did you sleep okay?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," I lie. "Thanks so much for letting me stay here. I won't be here long. Just a little while until I figure out my next move." 
 
      
 
    She offers me a smile before she grabs a baby bowl from the cupboard. "Okay." 
 
      
 
    An awkward silence immediately settles in the room as we both stare at each other, wondering what to say to each other next. Eventually, Grace gives me a tight smile and turns toward the counter. She scans the line of cereal boxes with confusion creasing her brow before she turns toward the table and locates the Fruit Loops package sitting in front of me.  
 
      
 
    She forces a smile as she comes over and picks up the box. That smile quickly fades when she realizes that said box is completely empty. My heart freezes. 
 
      
 
    "You finished the Fruit Loops?" 
 
      
 
    I nod around my mouthful of cereal. 
 
      
 
    "Sebastian's Fruit Loops?" 
 
      
 
    I swallow, cringing from head to toe, my shoulders hunched all the way to my ears. "Sorry." 
 
      
 
    This is the part where I'm supposed to be gracious and offer to run out to the store and replace the cereal.  But as I said, wallet full of frozen credit cards.  
 
      
 
    Grace's tight smile reappears on her lips. "It's fine. I needed to go to the grocery store anyway." 
 
      
 
    She pulls Sebastian from the highchair and heads back toward the stairs as I apologize again. 
 
      
 
    Okay, I’m off to a really rocky start with my newfound sister. It seems that every interaction between us plunges her deeper and deeper into annoyance. And I don't blame her. I've been a colossal mess-up from the moment I sauntered through her front door. 
 
      
 
    Faith doesn’t seem to hate me, though. She actually seemed excited to have a younger sister. She asked me tons of questions about what made me come to Reyfield and when I told her about my unexpected pregnancy and my botched expected engagement, she was all hugs and empathy. She told me she'd be here for me if I need anything. She even offered to show me around town later today.  
 
      
 
    Grace is much more reserved. Quieter. Introverted. Lost in her head. Maybe she just has a ton on her plate. I’m sure she’s a good person. She took me in off the streets, after all.  
 
      
 
    I'm washing out my bowl in the sink when she comes back into the kitchen, dressed in a windbreaker and sweats, with Sebastian all bundled up to face the chilly morning air. I feel so bad about finishing his cereal. 
 
      
 
    She grabs an empty shopping bag out of the pantry. "I'll be gone for a little while. I'm expecting a milk delivery. Please answer the door." 
 
      
 
    I nod, brushing my wild hair away from my eyes. "Sure." 
 
      
 
    She gives me another awkward smile before heading out the front door. I peep out the living room window and watch her minivan cruise down the street before disappearing at the intersection.  
 
      
 
    I drop onto the couch feeling embarrassed and utterly useless. There's nothing interesting on TV so I pick up my phone and scroll mindlessly through my favorite fashion blogs on Tumblr. Eventually, I open my photo app and I find myself thumbing through the pictures. 
 
      
 
    Pictures of me and Trevor. Wearing matching caps and jerseys at a Philadelphia Flyers game last winter. Having an intimate dinner at one of the city’s most popular restaurants to celebrate his last birthday. Goofing off at Times Square during a recent visit to New York City.  
 
      
 
    How did things get so bad between us? We used to be happy. At first, I didn’t even notice that we were growing apart. 
 
      
 
    Maybe it started when Trevor’s career began to take off. The day he officially became an investment banker is the day he graduated into douchehood. Yes, he took care of me financially so that I could pursue my internship. He kept a roof over my head. He gave me a few credit cards to play with. He leased a nice car for me. He said he was making lots of money and didn’t mind helping me get my career on track. But he became more selfish and demanding than ever before.  
 
      
 
    Still, I understood him. I got where he was coming from. When we met back in high school, he had nothing. His mother was an emotionally-unavailable alcoholic of epic proportions and his father had ditched them many years before. His story wasn’t too dissimilar from mine. We’d hit it off immediately, sitting together at the back of our Biology class. 
 
      
 
    We helped each other grow. All I know is, today, Trevor isn’t the cute high school rebel I skipped classes with and got detention with and fell in love with back then. I don’t even recognize him anymore. 
 
      
 
    I started hinting at marriage a few months back and he was reluctant at first. He kept telling me to wait, to be patient, to give him time. I was a bit disappointed but ultimately,  I was cool with it as long as we could just be together. 
 
      
 
    But then, the ring showed up.  
 
      
 
    I’d been putting away his laundry when my fingers had brushed up against the small velvety box in his sock drawer. The ring inside had stolen my breath. It wasn’t big or flashy – it was a modest diamond sitting on a thin yellow-gold band – but it was a symbol. A symbol that he was finally ready to take our relationship to the next level. My patience and my waiting had paid off…At least that’s what I’d thought. 
 
      
 
    Looking back now, I realize that I read too much into it.  
 
      
 
    I got too comfortable. I thought I was safe. I started getting sloppy with my birth control…because any day now, he would pop the question…any day now.  
 
      
 
    Except he never did. And when I told him I was pregnant, he went nuclear on me. 
 
      
 
    He demanded that I terminate the pregnancy because his career had just started taking off and he didn’t want a baby holding him back. We fought about it, back and forth for weeks. I shed so many tears. I wanted this pregnancy. I wanted this baby. 
 
      
 
    More than I wanted him. 
 
      
 
    When I realized that there was no changing his mind, I jumped into the car he got me and started driving and driving and driving. I didn’t know where I was going at first. Then, I remembered that my dad had grown up in a little suburb called Reyfield just outside of Chicago and that I had two sisters there, Grace and Faith. My mother had told me about them when I was growing up.  
 
      
 
    The thing about small towns is that everybody knows everybody, so once I got here, all I had to do was ask around and before long, someone had given me directions to Grace’s house. 
 
      
 
    Now, here I am. 
 
      
 
    Oh goodness. I’m a crazy person. 
 
      
 
    The parade of doubt and anxiety begins yet another march through my head. I have a baby growing inside of me and no plans for the future. What is my next move? Where do I go from here? 
 
      
 
    Maybe half an hour later, the doorbell rings. I rise sluggishly from the couch. Traipsing over to the door, I swing it open, yawning and stretching good as I come eye-to-eye with the handsomest face I've ever seen. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She's mid-yawn as the door swings open, standing on the balls of her tiny feet with her fingers intertwined, arms stretched above her head. Her spine is curved causing her perky breasts to push against the bubblegum-colored satin of her pajama shirt. I catch a glimpse of her soft belly just before she lands on the soles of her feet. 
 
      
 
    My cock grows heavy. What the heck? I hate that trash. I hate that my body has all these innate reactions I can't control. I’m a freaking animal. 
 
      
 
    "Who are you?" I growl trying to keep my focus off the pebbled peaks of her breasts. 
 
      
 
    She lifts a brow and hitches one hand on her hip. "Who are you?" She snakes her neck and her blond ringlets bounce against her cheeks.  
 
      
 
    Oh she's sassy, huh? Well I don't have time for that. I have trash to do. This day is already off to a rough start. I don't need this tiny woman's attitude to enflame me even further. "I'm here to deliver the milk." I lift an eyebrow too, waiting for her to identify herself.  
 
      
 
    She folds her arms across her chest, a smirk causing dimples to dig into her cheeks. "Well, I'm here to open the door." Her eyes twinkle the way a pool of water does when sunlight hits it directly.  
 
      
 
    My gaze travels over her satin-clad body down to her itty-bity feet, bare against the welcome mat. I don't want to stare but I can't help it. I have to admit that all that feistiness comes in a nice little package. 
 
      
 
    I hear a car pull into the driveway behind me. I look back to find Grace slugging up the steps with Sebastian on her hip and a cloth grocery bag hanging off her arm. "Oh hi, Jakob," she calls as she approaches the door. 
 
      
 
    "Morning Grace." I lean out of her way and ruffle the boy's head of white-blond hair as they pass by. "Hey Sebastian." He smiles through his sniffles. 
 
      
 
    Grace plants a kiss on the side of his head. "It's weird how you always get him to smile. He has the cold. He's been cranky all week." She sets her groceries down by the door. “But he always smiles for you.” 
 
      
 
    My lips crack open. It's weird how he always gets me to smile, too. "Maybe it's because he knows that his friend Jakob always brings him a treat." I can feel that chirpy little woman staring at the side of my face while I dig into the bag that I'm carrying and hand the boy a fresh-picked plum. 
 
      
 
    He takes it from my hand, grinning even wider. 
 
      
 
    "Say thank you," his mother coos into his ear. 
 
      
 
    "Ta-ta!" he slurs, and an easy laugh escapes my lips. 
 
      
 
    Grace's attention goes to the woman next to her. "By the way, this is my sister, Lily. She'll be in town for" – an unreadable expression crosses her face – "a while." 
 
      
 
    She sticks a hand out to me. "Jakob, huh?" Her smirk deepens. 
 
      
 
    My nostrils flare and something heats up in my chest as my palm gobbles up her tiny fingers. "Yes Lily. I'm Jakob." I size her up again now that I have this new morsel of information.  
 
      
 
    Grace's sister...I can see that.  
 
      
 
    They're both petite with blonde hair but while Grace has calm, brown eyes, Lily's eyes are blue. And they spell trouble. 
 
      
 
    We hold each other's gaze for a long moment. It's almost like she's challenging me, daring me. To do what? I'm not quite sure. I have this strong urge to tame her, to break her in like a wild foal. An image flashes through my mind. She's bent over my knee, the shape of my palm imprinted on her pale rear cheeks as her pussy dribbles with desire. 
 
      
 
    Now I'm even more pissed at myself. I didn't come here to get ruffled by this woman. I hate that thoughts of her have my cock twitching in my pants. 
 
      
 
    Grace breaks the silence. "You're here to deliver the milk?" I snap back to the present. That's when I realize I'm still holding Lily's hand.  
 
      
 
    I drop it.  
 
      
 
    "Uh, yeah, yeah." My eyes fall to the bottle of milk that I’m holding. I pass it off to Grace, hating that Lily has me distracted, feeling completely out of sorts.  
 
      
 
    Unlike the other residents of this small town, I'm not the chatty type. I mind my business. I don't mingle just for the social aspects of it. And I definitely don't linger making small talk on my customers' front porches.  
 
      
 
    "Thank you," Grace says, her eyes bouncing around between Lily and me. She heads into the house with a discreet smile on her lips. 
 
      
 
    "You're welcome," I grumble as I turn back toward my vehicle. "Have a nice day." 
 
      
 
    I don't wait for an answer. I just hop into my truck and slip the key into the ignition. And when I steal one last peek at the front porch, Lily is there with those mischievous eyes and those pink lips curled up at the corners.  
 
      
 
    Our gazes lock for a split second. Then she closes the door and disappears inside. 
 
      
 
    A reckless, unruly part of me hopes I’ll see her again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My goodness! Do you see the size of that vagina?" 
 
      
 
    Faith holds up a pregnancy textbook to me, her mouth hanging in horror. The old man sitting a few tables away glares at us, his brows slashed with disdain. 
 
      
 
    "Uh, maybe you should keep your voice down," I say, trying my best not to look at the picture of a baby trying to dig his way out of his mother's uterus. I think they call that ‘childbirth’ and it looks pretty dang horrific. Faith says that she doesn’t want to have kids and looking at that picture, I can definitely understand where she’s coming from. 
 
      
 
    Just then, Faith’s friends, Sammie and Isla sidle up to our table, carrying pregnancy books of their own. "I need to sit down for a minute." Sammie drops down on the chair next to Faith. "My ankles are the size of a Christmas ham."  
 
      
 
    She looks like she's about to deliver a tiny human any minute now while Isla — who is recently engaged — claims to be 'baby curious', whatever that means.  
 
      
 
    I don't know the inner workings of suburban community life but apparently, a trip to the library can easily become an ‘event’. I asked Faith to come with me to borrow a few books on pregnancy and childbirth. Before I knew it, her friends Sammie and Isla were coming along for the ride, too. Not that I mind. They seem to be pretty cool. Of course they had a bunch of questions for me. That's normal. But they were really nice about everything. 
 
      
 
    I listen quietly as Faith and her friends express their horror over the childbirth pictures. I'm quiet because I know that in a few months, I'll be experiencing everything that book is describing. Alone.  
 
      
 
    No husband. No boyfriend. Not even a baby daddy.  
 
      
 
    Alone. 
 
      
 
    "You guys ready to leave?" Faith asks slamming the book shut and pushing it across the table like it might bite her. 
 
      
 
    Sammie wobbles out of her seat. "Yeah but I didn't find anything I want to borrow." 
 
      
 
    "You know you should probably use the toilet before we leave," Isla advises sagely, "'cause you won't make it out to the parking lot before your bladder is threatening to explode." 
 
      
 
    Faith coaxes me up and turns me toward the front desk. "I'm gonna go help Lily check out. Since she doesn't have a library card, I'll have to borrow these books on my card." 
 
      
 
    We split up, agreeing to meet in the lobby in a few minutes. Faith makes small talk about her husband's football team as we move to the checkout counter but I hardly hear what she's saying. Messy dark hair and broad shoulders draped in flannel standing in the checkout line have my attention. 
 
      
 
    I immediately find myself smoothing down my hair and straightening the ruffles of the blouse I’m wearing under my straight-off-the-runway pleather waistcoat. 
 
      
 
    As we approach, my body gets warm and tingly all over and I feel my lips spreading into a smile as I see the librarian scanning a pile of classic bodice-rippers for Jakob, the big grumpy milk guy. 
 
      
 
    I nudge Faith in the ribs, pointing my chin in the direction of the naughty novels. When her eyes fall on the books, a stream of giggles pour out of her mouth. I nudge her to be quiet and now we're both giggling. 
 
      
 
    Real mature. I know. 
 
      
 
    Jakob peers over his wide back and his sharp, coffee brown eyes squint at me. I should be intimidated by all the fire in his stare, but instead, it sends a thrill zipping through my blood.  
 
      
 
    Goodness, he really is a handsome man. 
 
      
 
    I'm not usually attracted to scruffy, burly types — nothing hits my hot buttons like a suit and tie — but this guy...When he showed up on Grace's doorstep this morning, I was all heart-pounding breathlessness and visceral reactions. And of course, I was thinking 'what the heck?' because I'm pregnant with some other guy's child. But I won't judge myself. I'm pretty sure that it's these pregnancy hormones that have turned my body into an irrational, unreasonable horndog. It's a harmless attraction and I enjoy the rush I get from messing with him so I'll just go with it. 
 
      
 
    "I love Joanna Lindsey," I say with a smirk, gesturing to his reading material. "A Love for all Seasons — classic!" 
 
      
 
    Just before he pivots back to the counter, I spy the corners of his lips struggling not to curve upward. "Good to know," he says gruffly, but I can hear the laughter in his smoky voice. 
 
      
 
    I pinch Faith in the ribs to get her to shut up but those giggles keep fighting against the back of her throat.  
 
      
 
    "How's your grandmother, Jakob?" She calls out beside me. 
 
      
 
    He gives her a fleeting glance. "She's doing fine." His response is curt and dry. 
 
      
 
    Faith doesn't seem phased, though. “Well, tell her that her girls at the community center are thinking of her. And the offer still stands; if she ever wants to come out to bingo night, I'd be glad to come pick her up." 
 
      
 
    "I'll let her know." 
 
      
 
    The librarian slides Jakob's books into a bag and he grumbles his thanks as he turns toward the exit.  
 
      
 
    Right before stepping out the door, his attention shifts to Faith and me again. He tips his chin. "Ladies." His eyes linger on mine for a fraction of a second before falling to my pile of books. I angle the covers away quickly to hide the subject matter.  
 
      
 
    "Goodbye, Jakob," Faith singsongs and I pop her in the ribs again. As he walks off I feel silly for trying to hide my books. I feel silly for trying to hide the fact that I'm pregnant. I'm not exactly ‘on the market’ at this point so I don't know why I care whether or not the cranky, hulk of a man knows that I'm carrying a bun in my oven. 
 
      
 
    "Wow, you're pretty annoying," I laugh nudging my sister as we step up to the counter. She nudges me back and it feels really good to joke around with her. We’re bonding. 
 
      
 
    The librarian's eyes are still on Jakob's tight, jean-clad glutes as I set my books down on the table. "What a man," she whistles under her breath as she brings her attention to us. "He’s so handsome. And he comes here every week to borrow books for this housebound grandmother," she informs us. “This town needs more fellows like him.” 
 
      
 
    "Too bad he's such a grouch," Faith says, shaking her head. 
 
      
 
    The woman flicks her wrist dismissively. "Don't be fooled by all that hardness. He's all love underneath it. He just needs the right woman to soften him up." 
 
      
 
    My heart flutters at her words but I don't stand a chance of being that woman, of course. I feel prickles at the corner of my eyes and heaviness settles in my chest. Am I getting emotional? These pregnancy hormones are the worst.  
 
      
 
    Faith and the woman chat on. I attempt to not draw attention to my bizarre reaction by focusing on the pamphlets and flyers sitting on the librarian's counter. One of them is a job offer. It doesn't contain much information. 
 
      
 
    Live-In Caregiver Wanted. Call 555 7878. 
 
      
 
    Hmm…a job sounds like a good idea. I could stand to make a few dollars. I have doctor’s visits and diaper purchases and 18 years of single-motherhood on the horizon. I fold the paper and tuck it into my purse. I grab my books and thank the librarian then follow Faith out to meet Sammie and Isla in the lobby. The whole time, my mind is on the grumpy, broad-shouldered man who sets my body into overdrive. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My old pick-up turns onto the dirt lane with a loud groan. In the distance, I can see Mini on the porch in her favorite wooden rocking chair. She perks up in her seat as I approach. I park adjacent to the verandah and hop out of the truck with her bag of books in hand. 
 
      
 
    "Hey little lady." 
 
      
 
    She smiles as I climb the stairs. "Where ya been all morning?" 
 
      
 
    "Had to make some deliveries. Stopped off at the library to restock your dirty books." I turn up my nose at her as I set the bag down at her feet. 
 
      
 
    She twists in her chair and pours me a cup of tea. I know better than to refuse her tea. "Deliveries?" she questions. "What happened to Tommy?" 
 
      
 
    I lift a brow as I settle into the chair next to her and take the outstretched teacup. "Tommy?" 
 
      
 
    She rolls her eyes. "That nice young man you hired last week to do the deliveries." 
 
      
 
    "Ah, you're talking about that kid I fired this morning!" 
 
      
 
    She jerks forward and her tea sloshes over the side of her cup ever-so-slightly. "You fired him?" 
 
      
 
    I shrug, staring out at the pasture where my cows are grazing in order to avoid her eyes. "He was late." 
 
      
 
    "Jakob..." She tilts her head to the side and gives me the look. The look she gives whenever she doesn’t approve of a decision I’ve made, whenever she thinks I’m being a jerk. 
 
      
 
    I mirror her posture. "Mini...It's business." 
 
      
 
    She sighs. "I know that tone. That's your subtle way of telling me not to butt into your affairs, isn't it?" 
 
      
 
    I pat her on the hand and wrinkle up my nose at her. "So perceptive, you are." 
 
      
 
    She swats me away with her kerchief. "Boy..." she warns through her chuckle. 
 
      
 
    I grab her hand giving it a squeeze. "In all seriousness, it's my way of telling you not to worry. I've got everything under control." 
 
      
 
    "But Jakob, you don't have to have everything under control all by yourself. Accepting help doesn't make you weak. You wasted your morning doing deliveries when you could have been tending to those carrots or planting the sweet peppers. You work yourself to the bone when you don't have to." 
 
      
 
    I give her a look and she rolls her eyes.  
 
      
 
    "Okay, okay. I'll stop," she says, sighing. 
 
      
 
    She means well but she doesn’t get to veto my decisions. This is my farm. My business. 
 
      
 
    I open the screen door and step inside. "All right. Let's see about what's for lunch." 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I had this messed up dream last night. 
 
      
 
    Lily was lying in my little bed on the paisley patterned sheets wearing those pink satin pajamas. I walked into my room and saw her there. I asked her what she was doing in my house and she said she'd come to buy milk. And for some reason, I interpreted that as an invitation to climb on top of her and undo the buttons of her shirt one by one. Next thing you know, my tongue was swirling around her little pink nipples and I was sinking my cock into her supple curvy body. My name was pouring out of her soft pink lips as she drenched my cock with her orgasm. 
 
      
 
    It was a strange dream. 
 
      
 
    And it has no right replaying itself over and over in my head as I milk the cows this morning. But here I am thinking about her. Dang it. 
 
      
 
    I can’t afford to be distracted right now. I have so much going on. Last season, I had a poor crop. Now, the farm is about to plunge into bankruptcy under the weight of my grandmother’s medical bills. Mini let her diabetes get out of control and now she’s paying with ill-health. Plus, a few of my goats are due for a visit from the vet. So, I don’t have time to be fantasizing about some troublesome woman. 
 
      
 
    She stormed into town and now my head isn't screwed on right. I don't know what it is about her but she's seriously messing with my brain. 
 
      
 
    I can't stop thinking about her. I've never seen anyone quite like her. She looks like the sun. Literally. If the sun was a person it would look just like her. With her big bright blue eyes and dimples pinching her rosy, freckled cheeks. Her golden ringlets look silky to the touch. And she won't stop smiling that beautiful gap-toothed smile. She has one of those faces that keep smiling even when the corners of her lips aren't curved upward. I don't know how to describe it. It's like an effervescent energy that halos all around her. It's endearing and annoying and it's messing with my head. It pisses me the heck off that I want her so bad. Because the last time I felt anything like this, it ended badly. I remember that distinctly. 
 
      
 
    Emma the Cow whines, seeking out my attention. I sigh and tickle her behind the ears. This is where my focus should be. My farm. My animals. My grandmother. I make a decision here and now to put that girl out of my mind.  
 
      
 
    She's trouble I don't need.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The second Faith pulls into the driveway, Grace bursts out of the front door. It's like she was waiting for us. 
 
      
 
    "Hey?" Faith says with a lilt in her voice as she climbs out of the driver's seat and trudges up the driveway. "Everything okay?" 
 
      
 
    Dread tackles me as I inch up the path behind her. I’ve spent the past few days helping out at the community center where she works. I figured that since I had nothing better to do, I might as well volunteer my time. So, I’ve been helping with some scanning and copying she needs done while I continue my mission to ignore the fact that I have no idea what I'm doing with my life. After another long and uneventful day, she’s dropping me off. 
 
      
 
    Grace's eyes are wide with panic and they're set on me. "I tried calling you," she screeches, "Why didn't you answer your phone?" 
 
      
 
    "Uh, it didn't ring." I pull it out of my suede satchel and poke at the screen. Why doesn't it work? It was fine this morning. I don't know what hap— "Jerk!" Asshat-in-Chief disconnected it. 
 
      
 
    "Some tow truck showed up," she shrieks. "I tried to stop them but they took your car away. I didn't know what to do." 
 
      
 
    My gaze darts over to the spot where my BMW was parked when I left this morning. Sure enough, it's gone. Trevor really is being a groin right now.  What did I ever see in that guy? 
 
      
 
    Yes, he was paying my way as I waded through unpaid internship purgatory at the fashion blog. But he didn't seem to have a problem with that before he knocked me up. Now, instead trying to accommodate my needs and those of our little fetus, he's going out of his way to spite me. Like he thinks I got pregnant on purpose, to trap him or something.  
 
      
 
    What a loser! 
 
      
 
    I sigh as I trudge past Grace, climbing the stairs and entering the house. "I hate you so much, Trevor Black," I whisper under my breath. I hear my sisters’ footsteps following me to the kitchen. I drop heavily into a chair, pregnancy fatigue kicking my rear. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, this –-" Grace gestures manically at me "—is not the appropriate response. I just told you that someone towed your car and you're sitting here like you're ready for tea and biscuits. What are you gonna do?" She and Faith stand in front of me with worry creasing their faces. 
 
      
 
    I wave them off. "I know who took the car. Freaking Trevor, my immature, small-dicked ex-boyfriend. The car is in his name and he's the one making the payments so I guess he can do whatever he wants with it." 
 
      
 
    Faith narrows her eyes. "So, it isn't your car?" 
 
      
 
    "Technically, it is. He bought it for me." I feel defensive all of a sudden. 
 
      
 
    Grace's fists sit on her hips. "I don't care whose car it is technically. Whose car is it, legally?" 
 
      
 
    I swallow hard. I see her point. "Uh..." 
 
      
 
    Her facial expression slowly morphs from concern to something else. Indignation, maybe. 
 
      
 
    "So, you’re telling me that you left Philadelphia in a stolen car? You showed up at my house in that stolen car? You parked that stolen car in my driveway for four days?" Her face is red with anger and her voice is tight from trying to suppress it. 
 
      
 
    Faith steps in between us. "Gracie, you’re gonna need to calm down." 
 
      
 
    Grace shoots her a look. "What if the police had shown up? My baby lives here. What if they had tried to arrest me? What would have happened to Sebastian?" 
 
      
 
    "You're being a touch melodramatic, hun." Faith rests a hand on our sister's shoulder. 
 
      
 
    She shrugs out of Faith’s reach. "I'm not being melodramatic." Her eyes pin me in place. "I don't even know you." 
 
      
 
    That one sentence...That one sentence... 
 
      
 
    Grace spins on her heel and stomps out of the room. My heart cracks open and tears pour down my face. My chest heaves and ugly-cry sounds bellow past my lips. I bury my face in my hands.  
 
      
 
    My whole life, I've heard about these two sisters I have. I've wondered about them. I've imagined what their lives were like. I pictured being with them. Now, I'm finally here with them and I'm messing up hardcore. Why can't I ever just fit in? Why am I always a burden on the people I love the most? It was ridiculous of me to think that I could just show up here and they'd embrace me with open arms, like I'm one of them. My mother broke up their parents' marriage. How could I expect them to just take me in? 
 
      
 
    Faith drops to her knees in front of me and wraps her arms around my shaking back. "Don't cry," she whispers. "It's not good for the baby." 
 
      
 
    I nod, trying to hold myself together. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know what's gotten into Gracie. She isn't usually like this. I'd bet that she and Daniel had another fight." 
 
      
 
    Daniel. That's Grace's husband. From what I understand, they got separated a few months ago and it really doesn't look like they're getting back together. But they have a child to look after so every time Daniel comes to pick Sebastian up, they fight. 
 
      
 
    Faith stands and turns toward the stairs. "I'm gonna go talk to her. Knowing her, she already feels bad about the things she said to you." 
 
      
 
    I give her a weak smile and watch as she heads to Grace's bedroom. 
 
      
 
    Idiot, Lily. You just don't fit in anywhere, do you? 
 
      
 
    I've already outstayed my welcome. And I clearly have nowhere to go and no money to get there. Maybe I should just accept defeat and call my mom to come pick me up. I reach into my satchel for my phone. Oh right, Trevor disconnected my phone. With a heavy breath, I push it back into my bag. My fingers brush up against a piece of paper. I pull it out and unfold it. 
 
      
 
    My eyes scan the words on the crumpled page. Live-In Caregiver Wanted. Call 555 7878. 
 
      
 
    Maybe...maybe this is just the opportunity I need. 
 
      
 
    I grab the landline off of the table and punch in the number. I hold my breath as it rings. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I hold my satchel over my head for shelter but it's useless. The rain is coming down too hard. My mascara burns my eyes and I really need to pee again. Thank goodness I can't see my reflection right now because I know my hair is a mess. 
 
      
 
    I didn't think to check the weather forecast before I took off on foot to this interview. Why would I? The sun was high and promising when I left Grace's house and I was just so hasty to get out of there. So while Faith went off to get Grace to calm down, I snuck out. 
 
      
 
    I didn't even Google the address. I just left. I figured that Reyfield isn't a big town and there was no way to get lost. Boy, was I wrong. Now, I'm soaked to the bone and heaven knows how late I am as I amble down the dirt path toward the 1930s-style farmhouse that seems to be buried a whole mile off of the main road. Good thing I wore my ballet flats because even though my feet are drowning in them, at least I don't run the risk of twisting my ankle in the mud the way I would had I been wearing heels. 
 
      
 
    I climb the stairs and knock on the screen door before hunching over to try and wring some of the water out of the drenched box pleats of my knee-length skirt. I look up when I hear the door creak open. 
 
      
 
    Jakob's broad shoulders and his ominous frown fill the doorframe. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There's a slight shiver to her as I hand off a cup of tea to her and sink into the chair opposite hers.  
 
      
 
    "Thank you," she whispers as her pale pink mouth clasps around the lip of the cup. Why I find that simple act erotic is beyond me. I think I may be losing my mind. 
 
      
 
    But how can a man stay sane when this maddening, beautiful, little woman is sitting in front of him? There she is, with my flannel shirt wrapped around her, my jogging pants swallowing up her legs, damp ringlets falling down her back, face now bare of the makeup that was dripping off her smooth skin when she walked in completely drenched from the rain.  
 
      
 
    Of all the people that could have shown up for this job interview, it had to be Little Miss Sunshine. 
 
      
 
    I can't even keep my mind in check around her. How am I supposed to have her in my house every day, living with me, taking care of my grandmother?  
 
      
 
    Her leg bounces non-stop and she looks downright uncomfortable. But I know she’s not intimidated by me. That much has been clear since the morning that she opened Grace’s front door. Anyway, it’s not my job to figure out what’s wrong with her. I just need to put an end to this interview and get her out of here before I make a stupid decision.  
 
      
 
    Like giving her this job. 
 
      
 
    I clear my throat as my eyes settle on her. "You know I can't hire you, right?" 
 
      
 
    She narrows her eyes, defiantly. "Why?" 
 
      
 
    "You were late to the interview," I state matter-of-factly. "That really doesn't set a good precedent. I need to know that the person who will be taking care of my grandmother will take her job seriously." 
 
      
 
    She squirms about in the vintage armchair she's sitting in. "I will take the job seriously. I promise. I just had a hard time getting here. That's all. I got lost a bunch of times. Then it started raining. And –" 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, Lily. I have a no tolerance policy for tardiness. It's not personal. It's just the way I run things around here." But even as I say it, I feel like the world's biggest jerk. 
 
      
 
    Now, her thigh-twitching has intensified. She twists her hands around in her lap. It's gotten to the point where it's distracting. 
 
      
 
    “What is your problem?” I snap, gesturing to her bouncing knee. 
 
      
 
    She gives me a sheepish grin, her eyes full of amusement. "I really need to pee," she whispers. Then she sucks in her bottom lip, biting back her smile. 
 
      
 
    I press my eyes closed and take a moment to breathe. This girl... 
 
      
 
    "Bathroom is straight down the hall. First door on your right." I point a thumb over my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    She gets up and scurries down the hallway like her bladder is about to give way.  And I find myself smiling. The girl is silly and charming in this unintentional way. I can't allow her to keep getting under my skin and throwing off my defences.  
 
      
 
    No.  
 
      
 
    I'm not hiring her. 
 
      
 
    I hear a horrendous retching sound in the distance. Is she vomiting? Nah, can’t be. I must be imagining things.  
 
      
 
    When she hurries back into the room a few minutes later, I'm standing by the front door, watching the rain batter the cucumber fields I worked on this morning. Her sweet, sweet smell trails in behind her. 
 
      
 
    "I’ll drive you back to Grace's house," I tell her. 
 
      
 
    Her eyebrows pinch together. "What about the interview?" 
 
      
 
    I scrub my fingers along my beard. "I told you –- I can't hire you. You were late." 
 
      
 
    Her face screws up like she thinks I'm crazy. "But I had good reasons," she protests. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry," I say as I hold the door open for her. 
 
      
 
    She pins me with the most hateful stare I've ever seen. "You're serious?" 
 
      
 
    I nod wordlessly. 
 
      
 
    After another long moment of glaring, she snatches her purse and the plastic bag of wet clothes stashed at the foot of the chair where she was sitting. She storms past me, throwing another caustic look my way. "You are unbelievable," she mutters. 
 
      
 
    My heart twists around in my chest as I lead the way to my truck, sheltered under the slanted roof extending from the farmhouse. I open the door and she climbs in, making sure to fold her arms across her chest and pout like an angry child. I just want to pinch that jutted-out lip between my fingers. 
 
      
 
    She's quiet as I drive her across town, her anger and her sweet scent filling the cabin of the truck. She doesn't look at me. Her eyes stay glued to the road as the windshield wipers fling water this way and that.  
 
      
 
    I'm probably being too hard on her. I should probably give her a chance. That's what Mini would say. But what does Mini know about managing workers? She doesn’t understand that people interpret your kindness for weakness and then get comfortable walking all over you. I have to stay tough if I'm going to remain in control. 
 
      
 
    The rain has let up by the time I guide the truck to the curb just outside of Grace's house. Lily's eyes fall to her lap where she holds her wet outfit and her purse. "Thanks for the lift," she says quietly.   
 
      
 
    "You're welcome," I say, determined to hold onto my resolve. 
 
      
 
    "And thanks for loaning me these dry clothes," she pinches the hem of my shirt that she's wearing. I like seeing her in it. I wouldn't mind seeing her in that shirt on a Sunday morning, standing at the stove, cooking me eggs and ham for breakfast. I quickly push the thought away. Not gonna happen, buddy. "I'll wash it and get it back to you later this week." A single tear courses down her cheek. 
 
      
 
    Ah, seriously? Tears? 
 
      
 
    "Lily..." 
 
      
 
    She waves me off. "No, no. I'm sorry. Really. I'm an emotional disaster these days." She wears a whisper of a smile even through her tears. 
 
      
 
    It yanks on my heartstrings. 
 
      
 
    I grunt as my walls come tumbling down. "Okay, okay," I grouse. "I'll hire you." 
 
      
 
    Her head snaps to me and a hopeful expression dances in her eyes. "You'll hire me?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes." I can't help but smile at the jubilation on her face. "I'll hire you." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you, thank you, thank you!" She hurls her body across the console and wraps her arms around my neck. 
 
      
 
    Gooseflesh goes scattering across my skin as her warm sugary scent spills into my lungs. Blood instantly rushes to my cock and my arms wrap themselves around her back. 
 
      
 
    This girl has me going soft. 
 
      
 
    "Okay. Enough," I laugh as I brace her by the shoulders and push her back. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry," she grins, composing herself. 
 
      
 
    I adopt a stern face. "But you have to be on time." 
 
      
 
    She nods enthusiastically. "I will. I promise." 
 
      
 
    I gesture to the bag of clothes sitting in her lap. "And those Kim Kardashian outfits aren't gonna cut it out there on the farm." 
 
      
 
    Her eyebrows rise up as she lowers her head and snickers into her palm. 
 
      
 
    "What's so funny?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm just surprised you know who Kim Kardashian is." 
 
      
 
    I blow out a breath. "Lily – this is serious." She straightens up immediately and she purses her lips to keep from smiling. "Your main job will be entertaining my grandmother," I continue, "but every now and then, I'll need a hand with farm-related work. Harvesting, collecting eggs, watering plants." 
 
      
 
    "Understood," she says excitedly. "When do I start?" 
 
      
 
    "Tomorrow. Seven a.m., sharp." 
 
      
 
    "I'll be there at six forty-five. I don't care if I have to start walking tonight." 
 
      
 
    "And it's a live-in position. So you'll be staying with me – with us – on the farm six days a week. You'll leave on Saturday night and be back first thing on Monday morning." 
 
      
 
    She nods. "Sure thing." 
 
      
 
    Our eyes hold for a while. There's fire in the hollow of my stomach. I wonder if she feels that, too. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you, Jakob. Really." 
 
      
 
    I just nod because there's a knot in my throat. I can't believe I just hired the woman who's putting up one heck of a battle against my defences without even intending to. 
 
      
 
    With that, she climbs out of my truck and practically skips up the walkway. When she gets to the trashcan on the side of the house, she makes a big show of lifting the cover and tossing her soiled clothes inside. 
 
      
 
    The message is loud and clear. No more Kim Kardashian outfits. 
 
      
 
    I shake my head as I fire up the engine and pull away from this crazy, beautiful woman. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Faith drops me off at Jakob's farmhouse at 6:45 sharp which is no easy feat because she isn't too fond of having to wake up an hour before absolutely necessary for her job. 
 
      
 
    Clad in black jeans and a plain white v-neck under a hoodie zipped up just enough to conceal my burgeoning baby bump, I knock on the front door. It takes a minute for anyone to answer, so I lean close, peering through the screen door. I gasp when Jakob comes into view, torso ripped and rippling as he shrugs into a shirt. He's working on the buttons as he tears the door open. 
 
      
 
    "H-hi," I stutter, my eyes greedily lapping up every bit of exposed flesh before it disappears from view. 
 
      
 
    "You're on time," he says in an animated lilt. 
 
      
 
    "I'm early," I correct him as he holds the door open and I step inside. 
 
      
 
    He tries to fight a smile but I see it there, playing on his mouth. "You're early," he concedes. He gestures for me to continue ahead of him, down the hall into the kitchen.  
 
      
 
    I stifle down a laugh as I take in the chicken and rooster designs on the wallpaper and the old-fashioned kitchen set. It's like a page straight out of Country Living Magazine circa 1962. I half-expect him to throw on an apron, open the white enamel oven and pull out an apple pie. 
 
      
 
    Instead, he sits me down at the table. "Have you had breakfast?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," I lie even as I clench my stomach to silence the growls. I've been very careful about what I eat at Grace's ever since Fruit-Loops-gate. Don't get me wrong; she sets three square meals on the table for me each day and she's constantly checking to make sure that I'm having healthy snacks for the baby's sake, but I try not to eat much more than she offers me because as broke as I am, I can't afford to pitch in for food and I don't quite know her financial situation. She's a stay-at-home mom who's separated from her husband so I imagine that she isn't exactly rolling in moolah.  
 
      
 
    "Are you sure?" Jakob asks, sitting down with a half-empty cup of coffee. "Can I get you anything else?" 
 
      
 
    I shake my head. "No. I'm fine." 
 
      
 
    "Okay," he mutters rubbing his hands together. "Help yourself to whatever's in the fridge. We always have fresh bread and cheese. And I bring in fresh-picked fruit from the orchards throughout the day.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good.”  
 
      
 
    “So, I should have asked you these questions during the interview, but you know how that went." 
 
      
 
    My head bobs at the memory.  
 
      
 
    He stretches his arms out in front of him, folding back one sleeve and then the next. His toned forearms are bronzed from the sun and covered in a light dusting of golden hairs. I find that insanely masculine and a bit distracting. “First off, what were you doing for a living before you came to Reyfield?" 
 
      
 
    My eyes snap away from his arms and settle on his face. Equally masculine and distracting. Oh my. I clear my throat. “I was actually a stylist intern at an online fashion blog, Hectic."  
 
      
 
    Jakob looks at me with a judgmental stare. I giggle at his reaction. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah – I don't expect to find much work in that field here in the suburbs. I still haven't even been able to locate a store where I can buy the new issue of Marie Claire." 
 
      
 
    Lips twitching slightly, he asks. "Do you have any experience working with the elderly?" 
 
      
 
    "Uh..." I don't want to lie flat-out so I decide to embellish my resume a bit (read: a lot) and interpret my work experience very liberally. "Well, the blog did a senior style edition a few months ago. I spent like three days hanging out with little old ladies and having them fitted for their photo shoots." 
 
      
 
    He sits back, throwing his powerful arm across the back of the chair next to him and gives me an incredulous look. “Is that so?” 
 
      
 
    I nod, trying to keep a straight face. 
 
      
 
    A sigh bursts past his lips. “I’m assuming you've never administered insulin?" 
 
      
 
    "Insulin? Your grandmother's diabetic?" 
 
      
 
    His eyes brighten with amusement. "No reason to go all pale on me. She's not dying. She just has ‘a little sugar’, as she'd say." But his words do nothing to alleviate my tension. "Don't worry, I'll show you everything you need to know. Come on, let's go meet the old lady." 
 
      
 
    With hesitancy in my movements, I stand from the table. I know I'm not imagining it when his gaze falls to my breasts. The feminist in me wants to tell him to bug off with his oogling, but the woman in me — the part that longs to be touched by a man, worshipped by a man — is thrilled. Until he opens his mouth... 
 
      
 
    "Maybe next time, don't wear a shirt like that." 
 
      
 
    I glance down at the white v-neck, barely visible under the black zip-up hoodie that I'm wearing. I borrowed it from Grace. "What's wrong with my shirt?" 
 
      
 
    “It's...it's..." His tongue runs quickly over his lips. 
 
      
 
    Spit it out, Jakob. It's hot. My belly are hot. 
 
      
 
    Don't hate my tits for being hot. 
 
      
 
    A knock-out rack is the one of the major perks of being knocked up. It almost makes up for the non-stop puking, the stretch marks and the overactive bladder. Almost. 
 
      
 
    I hear the laughter in his voice when he says, "Never mind. Let me introduce you to Mini." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mini is everything I always imagined a grandmother would be. A tiny, little lady with round cheeks and pouffy silver hair cropped right above her collar. She’s kind, funny and has a penchant for gossip. She has a nickname for me —Tiger Lily, she calls me. She even snuck me chocolate chip cookies. She said that some guy named Tommy bought them for her. Apparently, Grumps (a.k.a. Jakob) fired him about a week ago. Anyway, I’m absolutely enjoying my time with Mini over the past few days. 
 
      
 
    Once she goes down for her daily afternoon nap, I find myself with idle time. It's  warm and sunny today and for once, I don't feel tired or nauseous so I head outside and wander around the land, enjoying the green surroundings and the fresh air. The city doesn't smell like this, clean and invigorating. I might as well take advantage.  
 
      
 
    Bored and looking for trouble, I seek out Jakob and find him in the stable brushing the horses. My heart beats a little faster watching how tender he is with the animals. I see genuine care and affection in the way he treats them.  
 
      
 
    "Hey!" I sidle up beside him leaning against a wooden beam. 
 
      
 
    He turns and gives me a brief glance. His gruff demeanor returns as soon as he realizes that he's not alone with the animals. "Hey." And now I’m thinking that his mean exterior is just a shield. Against what? I'm not sure.  
 
      
 
    "Need a hand with anything?" I cross my arms over my chest, still subconsciously trying to hide my bump. I've paired an oversized denim button-up with leggings today. It obscures my belly without looking suspicious. But this baby won't keep himself a secret for much longer.  
 
      
 
    He grunts at me. "Nope." 
 
      
 
    "Oh come on," I prod, slapping him playfully on the shoulder.  
 
      
 
    A jolt of energy flashes through me at the contact and I know Jakob feels it, too. His pupils dilate, his breathing halts. Shaken by the intensity of his stare, I take a brusque step back. 
 
      
 
    A second later, his guard is back up. He gives me a cold look. "I don't need any help." 
 
      
 
    I try to pretend I'm not affected at all but my voice comes out weaker, less stable this time. "There's got to be something I can do. I'm dying of boredom." 
 
      
 
    He eyes me impatiently,  thrusting the horse brush my way. "Here." 
 
      
 
    A vision of getting stomped in the belly by a rearing mare comes to mind. I flinch at the thought. "Maybe something that doesn't involve horses?" 
 
      
 
    Jakob looks at me and pushes a harsh breath past his lips. I hold his gaze without backing down. I won’t let him intimidate me or push me away with his crankiness. He really finds me annoying but still, I like being near him. It's weird. "Come with me," he mumbles. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh my goodness!" Lily's gleeful shriek causes most of the rabbits to scatter. But not Jiggy. The greedy old buck just continues to nibble away at the apple that Lily holds into his cage. "This is the cutest thing I've ever seen." 
 
      
 
    She looks at me with big blue eyes that cause my heart to flutter and the stiffness at the base of my spine to melt. At least a little bit.  
 
      
 
    I should be finishing up with the horses. And I have crops to water but here I am lingering in the background, watching her fall in love with the rabbits. I tell myself that I'm just standing by to make sure she doesn't get her fingers chewed off by Jiggy but inside, I know that's not the truth. I like being near her. She's so alive, so vibrant. Life fascinates her. I should hold myself away but there's something magnetic about her that keeps pulling me in. 
 
      
 
    And the curve of her rear in those black leggings doesn't hurt, either. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, I shouldn't have accepted her help. I knew that having her wandering around out here would only slow me down. But for some reason, I don't really mind. 
 
      
 
    She glances at me. "Sorry if I'm overreacting," she says, giggling. "I just always wanted a pet. But growing up, my mom said that we couldn't afford one. And then when I moved in with Trevor, he claimed that he was allergic but I think he was just making excuses..." Her smile dims a bit as she turns back to feeding the rabbits. With her back turned to me, I hear Lily mutter, "asshat," under her breath. 
 
      
 
    Now I'm wondering about this Trevor and what he did to her. Is he the reason she left the big city to hide out in Reyfield?  
 
      
 
    I don't ask her any of those questions of course. It's not related to my business so I won't make it any of my concern. Lily is my employee and I won't stick my nose into her personal life. 
 
      
 
    "You're really lucky," she says wistfully reaching for another apple from the bucket at her feet. "You have all these cute, furry, cuddly friends.” Jiggy's doe and his kits have now returned and they feast on the apples Lily offers them. 
 
      
 
    I chuckle shortly. "I don't sit around cuddling with my animals, Lily. These rabbits are a source of revenue." The buck and dam are safe I guess but as soon as their kits are mature enough, I'll sell them to the local butcher. 
 
      
 
    She sighs. "How are you able to stay so cranky when you're surrounded by all this cuteness everyday, Grumps?” She tickles on of the bunnies behind the ears. 
 
      
 
    I gave in to the cuteness once. I left myself vulnerable to a woman. But she stomped all over me and left, taking all my hope, all my love and much more. I don't make the same mistakes twice. 
 
      
 
    "Come on," I say in a grating tone as I pivot toward the door. "Let's head back. It’s almost dinner time." 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I lean in to the mirror and push the steam away with my palm. I step back and take in my reflection in the wet glass. My cheeks are puffy and my breasts look like they're inflated with helium. As for my stomach, it's beginning to round out now. I won't be able to hide it for much longer. I don't know why I'm trying to hide it to begin with. 
 
      
 
    I've been working with Mini for over a week now and we've been having a royal good time. She wouldn't mind that I'm pregnant. I actually think she'd be excited for me. And I don't think that she would let Grumps fire me even if he wanted to. So why do I keep hiding my pregnancy? It isn't because of Jakob, is it? Do I actually think that I have a chance with him? I am completely delusional. 
 
      
 
    I wrap an old towel around my chest, securing it tightly and tiptoe toward the door. I forgot my change of clothes in my bedroom again. I do that every morning. It's usually not a problem. Mini sleeps late and Jakob leaves the house before the crack of dawn to go tend to the animals. So my quick jaunt from the shower to my bedroom in nothing but my towel always goes unnoticed. 
 
      
 
    With my gaze down at my swollen ankles, I swing the door open and walk straight into a shirtless wall of muscles. 
 
      
 
    I gasp and look up just as Jakob's big hands clasp the sides of my waist. His fingers move across my torso as he takes a step back. 
 
      
 
    "Jakob..." His name falls past my lips. 
 
      
 
    "Hey. Careful," he chides softly. 
 
      
 
    We both stand there, frozen, staring at each other. The desire in his eyes seems to mirror the feeling tightening my chest. His body is so close. His bare skin so warm. And his hands are on me. His lusty gaze takes a trip down my body, scanning my face before settling on my breasts and then continuing their descent. When his eyes move to my belly, I quickly move out of his reach. 
 
      
 
    There's no way to hide it under the threadbare bath towel. 
 
      
 
    I register the look of shock on his face. His eyes are wide. His lips hang open. “You're..." 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry," I say as I loop around him and hurry into my room. My windpipe constricts and my heart kicks against my ribs. 
 
      
 
    He knows. Incredible. He knows. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I'm pacing at the foot of my bed. Lily is pregnant. Lily is pregnant. I'm in shock. But I'm also irrationally angry. I feel betrayed. I feel like she should have told me. 
 
      
 
    Why, jerk? Why do you think you had a right to know?  
 
      
 
    My mind struggles for a response. 
 
      
 
    Because I couldn't accommodate her. What if I had insisted that she brush the horses yesterday and she'd gotten hit in the stomach? What if she'd fallen off the ladder when Mini asked her to change the living room curtains the other day? What if what if what if..? 
 
      
 
    I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror as I walk by. "Stop kidding. Be honest with yourself, jerk," I mutter. 
 
      
 
    The truth is I feel protective of her now. I want to know who's the mongrel that knocked this beautiful woman up and then removed himself from the picture. Is it that Trevor guy? Or is it someone else? All I know is I want to find the guy and send a fist through his teeth for not taking care of his girl. 
 
      
 
    If she was my girl, if she was carrying my kid, I'd be there. No doubt. 
 
      
 
    What kind of man would allow a woman like Lily to walk away, especially when his child is growing inside of her? Even though I don't know the details of their break up, I can't help but conclude that he must be weak and coward because Lily is the kind of woman you keep, no matter the circumstances. 
 
      
 
    This situation is bringing up all sorts of issues for me. It messes with me how indifferent some people are about the gift of conceiving a child and bringing him into the world. Brittany Delaney was that way. She was carrying a child that may have been mine but she didn't give a idiot. She put her own selfish goals above all else. She never considered my feelings, my opinion. 
 
      
 
    This isn't about you, Jakob... 
 
      
 
    I can't let myself personalize this. Lily is an employee. I have to keep her at arm's length. So why do I have this territorial urge rooted deep in my belly, driving me to step up, to protect her, to take care of her? 
 
      
 
    …And why do I feel this sense of excitement in the marrow of my bones? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I take my time getting dressed in some loose jogging pants with a tank top and a big button-up shirt on top. I look like a complete fashion 'don't' right now. But it doesn't matter.  
 
      
 
    Jakob knows I'm pregnant. And he's going to fire me. 
 
      
 
    I feel a dozen different emotions right now. Anxiousness. Relief. Anger. But most of all shame. I hid my baby. I know what it's like to feel unwanted, like I was a mistake. I never want to make my child feel that way, too. 
 
      
 
    I pull in a steeling breath and pad quietly into the kitchen. When I see him at the stove, his broad back rippling as he stirs a pot, I briefly consider retreating into my room and hiding out under my sheets. But the squeaky floorboards betray my presence. He turns around with rage darkening his eyes. His biceps strain against the dark fabric of the t-shirt stretched snugly across his sculpted torso. He folds his arms across his chest and stares at me.  
 
      
 
    Why is he still here? 
 
      
 
    Usually, he'd be out in the fields by now, toiling away in the sun, planting and weeding and fertilizing. But today, he’s here. To fire me. 
 
      
 
    "Sit down. I'll fix you a plate," he says finally. 
 
      
 
    I shake my head, making another attempt to retreat. "Look, Jakob. I don't know what you think you just figured out, but if you want to fire me, just fire me. Okay? You don't have to give me a speech, too." 
 
      
 
    His eyes darken further. "Sit. Down." 
 
      
 
    His expression is firm enough to cause a chill to skitter up my spine. Usually, I like to challenge him and give him a hard time, but now isn't the time for joking around. I see it in his face. 
 
      
 
    Pouting and huffing, I drop into a chair, my hands knotting in my lap as he prepares the food. He drops a heaping plate of bacon, eggs and toast in front of me and the ceramic rattles as it hits the table.  
 
      
 
    "Eat this," he growls.  
 
      
 
    "I'm really not that hungry."  
 
      
 
    He leans over me, his eyes locking on mine with so much force that I recoil even as arousal ignites in my blood. "You have been running around here, skipping meals and overexerting yourself. That won't happen anymore. I won't have you under this roof, weak and hungry. Now, eat."  
 
      
 
    "Caveman," I grumble under my breath. With a shaky hand, I shovel into the eggs with my fork. 
 
      
 
    He shoots me a look, his lips pressed into a flat line. A prickling silence slips over us as I eat. He shoves his hand roughly through his hair and paces the floor. 
 
      
 
    "Have you been to the doctor?" he asks breaking the silence. 
 
      
 
    The question takes me by surprise. This is not how I expected this conversation to go. I look up at him. "Yes. Grace booked an appointment with her family doctor the other day. Faith went with me.” 
 
      
 
    He's quiet for a moment before asking, "Did he prescribe you any medicine? Vitamins, maybe?” 
 
      
 
    I nod. "He did but I haven't gone to the pharmacy yet. I didn't have any money and I didn't want to burden my sisters any more than I already have.” 
 
      
 
    "Making sure your baby is healthy isn't a burden on anyone, Lily," he growls. "It's a basic human need.” 
 
      
 
    I flinch. He makes it seem so simple but my life is anything but simple these days. Everything is a mess and I'm just trying to put it back together piece by piece. 
 
      
 
    "That's easy for you to say," I mutter. 
 
      
 
    He ignores my snarky comment. "I'm going into town this afternoon to discuss some things with the bank manager. I'm gonna need you to give me the name of that medication the doctor wants you to take.” 
 
      
 
    "I can wait until pay day, Jakob. It's only a few days away.” 
 
      
 
    He pulls in a deep breath. "You'll give me the name of your medication. Today." His voice remains calm despite the anger bubbling beneath. 
 
      
 
    “Fine." 
 
      
 
    "And you'll eat properly. I don’t want you on some city girl diet. Not when you’re pregnant. You won't put any strain on yourself. If Mini needs any help moving around, you'll ask for my help. Understood?” 
 
      
 
    "You don't have to do all this for me. I'm the one whose supposed to be working for you."  
 
      
 
    He ignores my protest. "Understood?" he demands. 
 
      
 
    I nod, feeling a tear spilling down my face. Gosh, these pregnancy hormones have me so emotional. Or maybe it's simply the fact that no one's ever treated me like this. No one's ever gone out of their way to make sure I was okay. 
 
      
 
    Jakob exhales a heavy breath then leans down over the table. The calloused pad of his thumb swipes my tear away. The rough touch resonates all the way to the apex of my thighs. I can't help but shiver.  
 
      
 
    "I will take care of anything you need," he growls in a low tone. "Just say the word. You hear me?” 
 
      
 
    I look up into his eyes. They're warmer than I've ever seen them, filled with an emotion that I don't understand. "Yes," I whisper past the tightness in my chest. 
 
      
 
    "Good." He straightens and marches to the back door. He slips into his work boots and throws one last glance at me before he walks out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sound of laughter floats through the air as I round the side of the farmhouse. When I come into view, Lily and Mini both glance my way, eyes twinkling happily. Seeing them like this makes me want to break out smiling too but I pin down the urge.  
 
      
 
    "What are you two hens clucking about?" I climb the stairs and find a pitcher of lemonade sitting on the wicker table between them as they enjoy the afternoon breeze.  
 
      
 
    Lily's mouth quirks playfully. "First of all, if we're hens, do you know what that makes you?" She takes an empty glass and pours me a drink. She hands it off to me. 
 
      
 
    I mirror her expression. "I'll play your game. It's not bad being the only cock around here." I puff up my chest and her cheeks flush. I flash her a wink before gulping down my lemonade. 
 
      
 
    What has gotten into me? Since when do I flirt? Let alone with employees? 
 
      
 
    Mini veils a grin. "Would you two save that dirty talk for after I've gone to bed?” She mutters facetiously. “No respect for your elders.” Her wrinkly hands move nimbly as she works on the blanket she started knitting for the baby a few days ago. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, ma'am," I say giving my grandmother a mocking salute. 
 
      
 
    Lily rolls her eyes. "Oh come on, Mini. Don’t be a hypocrite" She brings her gaze to me. "I just downloaded a ton of erotic romance onto my Kindle for her. Now she's trying to pretend to be a prude." Lily shakes her head and I laugh. 
 
      
 
    "That Gideon Cross is something else," my grandmother says, fanning herself and I don't want to know what that’s all about. 
 
      
 
    Things have been a lot more fun and playful around here since Lily arrived. Mini absolutely adores her. They sit around on the porch gossiping about everybody in town even though half the time Lily has no idea who my grandmother is talking about.   
 
      
 
    Having her here feels good. The idea of having a baby around feels good, too. And whether I like it or not, parts of myself that I boarded up and shut off a long time ago are coming back to life. Feelings I hadn't felt since Brittany left are resurrecting themselves. And it's not half as scary as I thought it would be. 
 
      
 
    Mini leans over and massages her ankle. She winces softly. I know that look. 
 
      
 
    “Your legs are bothering you, huh?” I ask. “How’s your blood sugar?” She just glares at me. 
 
      
 
    Lily hesitates. “It’s a little high today.” 
 
      
 
    Mini and I exchange a look. I don’t have to say a thing. She knows what I’m getting at. 
 
      
 
    I decide not to press the subject any further. “What's for lunch?" I grab for the screen door as hunger roars in my belly. 
 
      
 
    Lily grimaces. "I tried to make chicken à la king from Mini's old recipe." 
 
      
 
    My grandmother cups her hand around her mouth and whispers, "It really isn't very good." 
 
      
 
    "Mini!" Lily shrieks. "I'm trying!"  
 
      
 
    The old lady gives her a patronizing smile. "Yes, darling. You're trying. Bless your heart.” My grandmother’s love of food is no secret. She’s a downright glutton. She doesn't eat properly and she knows it. That's the reason her diabetes got out of control. 
 
      
 
     "You're not supposed to be eating that stuff anyway," I say, "the doctor wants you eating steamed vegetables and grilled chicken breasts. Remember?" 
 
      
 
    She's eager to change the subject. "Speaking of doctors, Tiger Lily's going to need next Thursday off," Mini informs me. 
 
      
 
    "Oh really?" I cock a brow. 
 
      
 
    Lily bats her eyes shyly. "If you don't mind." 
 
      
 
    "She has an ultrasound," Mini informs me. "She's going to see the baby for the first time." 
 
      
 
    I feel an excited flutter in my chest. I remain cool nonetheless. "Oh."     
 
      
 
    I've been different with Lily since I found out that she's pregnant. I've been kinder, more patient. It's been easy to be that way with her. But I've also been strict about making sure she gets her prenatal pills every morning and that she eats good food. I like taking care of her in this way. It gives me a sense of purpose I haven't felt in a long time. But still, I have to be careful to keep my distance and not get overly involved. She isn't my woman, after all.  
 
      
 
    "Is one of your sisters taking you?" I ask. The clinic is way too far for her to walk and the midday sun comes on so strong most days that she'd surely get dizzy halfway there. 
 
      
 
    A shadow fills her eyes when she says, "No. Faith will be out of town with her husband and Grace has a few job interviews. I'll take the bus or something." 
 
      
 
    The voice in my head prods me to offer her a ride but I don't want to be too forward. Despite everything, I'm her boss, not her friend.  
 
      
 
    "Okay," I say in an aloof tone. "You can have the whole day off." 
 
      
 
    Lily gives me a forlorn smile that doesn't quite reach her eyes. "Thank you." 
 
      
 
    I nod in acknowledgement, feeling a knot in my chest. "Get back to your mischief, ladies," I say as I pull open the screen door and make my way into the kitchen for lunch. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I hold the plate under the spray and watch the soapy bubbles roll off the ceramic, down the drain. My shoulders slump and my feet ache. 
 
      
 
    "Just a few more plates..." I whisper to myself. 
 
      
 
    Just a few more plates and I'll be able to go to bed. 
 
      
 
    Today was tough for me. I was in and out of the bathroom, puking for most of it. I spent hours sitting on the porch with Mini when really, I should have been in bed. Cooking dinner was the worst. I tried my hand at Mini's meatball recipe and the pungent odour of the raw beef cooking had my stomach roiling. To make matters worse, none of us were able to eat the thing because on Jakob's first bite, he discovered that meat was still raw and uncooked inside. He and Mini laughed it off, poking fun at my lack of cooking skills as he whipped up some scrambled eggs with ham and toast, but I still felt horrible about the whole thing. 
 
      
 
    I spin around at the sound of feet slapping against the kitchen floor. 
 
      
 
    "Hey," I say to Jakob as I set Mini's favorite teacup in the dish drainer. 
 
      
 
    He eyes me observantly. "You okay?" he asks with a concerned expression.  
 
      
 
    I smile. "Yeah. Been standing on my feet a little too long. That's all." 
 
      
 
    "Leave the rest of the dishes," he tells me, "I've got them." 
 
      
 
    I glance back at the pot with burnt pasta stuck to the bottom. "I'm almost done." 
 
      
 
    "Lily..." he says in that commanding tone that always gets me to back down. I don't know what it is about that cadence that gets me to submit every time.  
 
      
 
    With a sigh, I turn off the pipe and wipe my hands on a towel. 
 
      
 
    "Now, sit," he commands. 
 
      
 
    I make a big show of dropping into one of the kitchen chairs. "Happy?" 
 
      
 
    He smirks, dropping into the seat next to me. My heart grows fluttery having him this close. A nervous giggle bursts past my lips. His face becomes stoic, though and I immediately feel silly. 
 
      
 
    When he leans forward and pulls my puffy pregnant-lady foot into his lap, I grow edgy. "What are you doing?" 
 
      
 
    "Stop wiggling, Lily." He braces my foot firmly, pressing hard circles into my soles. His fingers are literally pulling the tension from my foot. 
 
      
 
    My head lolls to the side. "Oh..." 
 
      
 
    "Is that good?" He looks across at me, his eyes softer than I've ever seen them. 
 
      
 
    I bite my lip to keep from smiling too hard. I like the big, surly jerk of a farmer. But I like this guy, too. He's compassionate and kind and dare I say, sweet. He's been incredible since he found out I'm pregnant. I feel guilty that I expected him to be cruel, to fire me, even. I was wrong. He's been more than my boss. In his gruff way, he's been a friend. I guess there are still good guys out there. Not every man is Trevor. 
 
      
 
    "It's perfect," I whisper with a smile as he switches feet. "Thank you." I close my eyes and relax into his touch. "Nobody's taken care of me like this since I was a child." 
 
      
 
    My mother never had the time to dote over me. Honestly, she needed some affection herself. But when I'd get sick, she'd crawl into bed with me and read my favorite stories, then sing to me until I fell asleep. I remember faking illness on many occasions just to get her attention. I want to be better than that. I want my child to feel my love every day of the year.  
 
      
 
    Jakob doesn't say anything but his movements halt for a brief moment. When I look over at him, his eyes are hooded and needy. 
 
      
 
    "I should probably stop," he says huskily as he deposits my foot back on the cracked linoleum floor. He rises up and turns toward the hall. 
 
      
 
    "Jakob?" I call out after him. 
 
      
 
    He pauses, half-glancing over his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    "Thanks for being so good to me." 
 
      
 
    His wide shoulders straighten as if a weight just rolled off and he holds his head higher. Oh, what a man! He nods curtly without a word and then he continues on his way. 
 
      
 
    And now he's more than a good-looking guy I like to get a rise out of. He's so much more.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It's a nice view, isn't it?" 
 
      
 
    I glance over my shoulder and see Lily edging down the path toward the river where I'm sitting on a huge rock with my guitar in hand. Her hair is pulled away from her face with little clips and it draws attention to her rosy cheeks. Her stomach rounds out the front of her dress. She’s so pretty. And just for a moment, I wish the baby she's carrying were mine. 
 
      
 
    "Best view in town," I say, bringing my focus back to the body of water in front of me. 
 
      
 
    She sidles up beside me and climbs onto the rock, taking a comfortable perch. Her eyes close as she sucks in a lung full of the clean air. "Goodness, I'll never get over how good it smells out here." 
 
      
 
    "It's perfect in lots of ways." I run my fingers over the guitar’s smooth finish, taking advantage of this opportunity to admire Lily with her eyes closed. My lips twitch, wanting to touch her, any part of her. She looks like she’s sweet all over. "What are you doing out here anyway?" 
 
      
 
    She smiles, dimples pinching her cheeks, as she pulls a small leather notebook out of her pocket. "I've been journalling. Every day when Mini takes her nap, I come out here to write. Nothing too deep. Just my thoughts and the changes going on in my body. I figure that one day, my kid might want to know what his mother was going through when she was pregnant." 
 
      
 
    I hear sadness in her tone despite the happy-go-lucky curve of her lips. Beneath her smile, she's hurting. Of course she is. She's carrying some man's child and he's nowhere to be found. I wish I could take that pain away. 
 
      
 
    "Why are those fields over there all empty?" she asks pointing to the plot of land to the west of where we're sitting. A small cabin sits right on the edge of that meadow. 
 
      
 
    "It's part of a crop rotation," I tell her glad for the opportunity to share my work with her. She may be a city girl but she's been handling farm life really well. She's curious and open-minded and I haven't heard her complain once. "I'm leaving that plot fallow for a few seasons so it can recover its fertility." 
 
      
 
    "Ah..." she says, understanding, "It's a huge plot to leave empty, though." 
 
      
 
    I shrug as I set my guitar down, leaning it against the side of the rock. “Next year, it will be richer and well-rested. My crop will be better because of it." 
 
      
 
    "Next year..." Her voice comes out cracked with uncertainty as she rubs a hand along her belly. "Everything will be different next year." She'll be a mother, she'll have a baby all by herself. That must be overwhelming.  
 
      
 
    "You holding up okay?" I ask, making sure my voice doesn't betray how invested I am in her. 
 
      
 
    She heaves a breath. "It's hard, I won't lie. And it's scary but it will all be worth it in the end when I'm holding my baby, y'know?" She runs a finger beneath her eye, wiping away a tear. 
 
      
 
    I fist my hands beside me to keep from wrapping my arms around her. I don't know how much longer I can keep my distance when she's breaking right in front of me. My instincts tell me to protect her, to love her. My logic tells me that she’s not mine to protect and love. 
 
      
 
    The war inside of me succumbs to an abrupt ceasefire when I hear the sound of an engine approaching. I look out toward the main road and see a truck coming along the bumpy road. 
 
      
 
    "The vet's here," I grumble, disappointed about the interruption, "want to go watch him examine the goats." 
 
      
 
    She laughs. "No. I think I'll pass. I have some writing to do.” She waves her journal around in the air. 
 
      
 
    I give her a curt nod. "All right then." I grab my guitar and make off toward the barn. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Jakob…”  
 
      
 
    I spin around to look at her.  
 
      
 
    “Think you could play that guitar for me one of these days?” One corner of her lip curls up. 
 
      
 
    I haven’t played for anyone in years. I learned to play to impress Brittany. She wasn’t affected, not even slightly. But Lily’s eyes hold so much genuine interest that I find myself considering the possibility. “I’ll think about it.” I continue to walk away. 
 
      
 
    "See you at dinner," she calls out.  
 
      
 
    My stomach roils at the idea of her cooking but I feel a smile on my lips anyway because I haven't even walked away yet but I'm already looking forward to seeing her again.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
    I've been completely disconnected from life outside of these fifty acres. Before coming here, I'd become convinced that social media, music streaming and video chatting were among my basic needs. Heck, I'd even forgotten the essentials of navigating life without the assistance of my girl, Siri. 
 
      
 
    But unplugging has been good for me. I've found balance and tranquility. It still shocks me that I'm able to find any peace at all given my circumstances but in the morning when I open my curtains just to watch the sun rise over the river, I feel a deep sense of contentment. Getting hundreds of 'likes' on an Instagram post has never made me feel like this. 
 
      
 
    Still, when Jakob showed up last night, hauling in a bulky off-white desktop computer that looks like it was stolen from the set of Glengarry Glenross, I couldn't help but get excited. He had laughed, saying now that I have internet access, I'll stop bothering him on the farm as a form of entertainment. 
 
      
 
    As if. 
 
      
 
    It took him the better part of the evening to figure out how to hook the thing up. Now after, clearing away the lunch dishes and helping Mini get ready for her nap, I can't wait to check my email while Jakob is in town making deliveries and running errands.  
 
      
 
    I log in and buried beneath the 'buy one, get one' online shoe store coupons and the beauty blogger video tutorial notifications, I notice an email from Trevor dated a week ago. It's like getting a bucket of cold water dashed into my face.  
 
      
 
    I'd fallen so easily in step with my new life here in Reyfield that I all but forgot about my useless baby-daddy. I hardly even think about him anymore. 
 
      
 
    My hand shakes over the mouse as I click the message open. 
 
      
 
    From: Trevor.Black@SevenFinancialInvestment.bank 
 
    To: Lily_M@HecticFashionBlog.com 
 
      
 
    Subject: WHAT THE HECK IS WRONG WITH YOU??? 
 
      
 
    You're being a real brat, Lily. Do the right thing. Terminate this pregnancy. You're running out of time. 
 
      
 
    My blood boils in my veins and I see red through my tears. "No way I'm terminating this pregnancy, dipincredible..." I grumble, running a hand protectively over my belly. 
 
      
 
    From: Lily_M@HecticFashionBlog.com 
 
    To: Trevor.Black@SevenFinancialInvestment.bank 
 
      
 
    Subject: Re: WHAT THE HECK IS WRONG WITH YOU??? 
 
      
 
    my mind is made up trevor. im having this baby. 
 
      
 
    I hit 'send' with so much force I'm surprised the old mouse doesn’t crack. 
 
      
 
    Before I can click away from the page, a new message pops up. 
 
      
 
    You're so selfish! And immature! You got pregnant to trap me, didn't you? 
 
      
 
    I shake my head. I can't believe this guy. I pound at the keys as I type. 
 
      
 
    are u really that ridiculous and self important, trevor? I can't figure out where i stand with u. one minute ur buying me an engagement ring. the next minute u accuse me of trying to trap u. I thought u wanted to marry me so why would i get pregnant to "trap u"? 
 
      
 
    The next message from him confuses the heck out of me.  
 
      
 
    What engagement ring?  
 
      
 
    Is he playing dumb right now? I really don't have time for the games. 
 
      
 
    the engagement ring that was in ur sock drawer 
 
      
 
    There's a long silence as I wait for him to reply.   
 
      
 
    That ring was never for you, Lily. 
 
      
 
    I can't believe he's lying right now.  Of course the ring was for me…Right? 
 
      
 
    Another message from him comes through. 
 
      
 
    My friend Dave from work asked me to hold onto it. He wanted to propose to his girl but he said she was a snooper. Too bad I didn't realize my girl was a snooper too. Now I'm SURE that there's no future for us. 
 
      
 
    Shock. That's the emotion I feel. 
 
      
 
    The ring was never meant for me. Trevor never had any intention of proposing to me. 
 
      
 
    I am such a fool, such a fool, such a fool. I saw that ring and made a fatal assumption. Marrying me was never in Trevor's plans.  
 
      
 
    My heart splits open and all the feelings I had been holding off come gushing out. I heave loudly as big, fat tears and snot pour down my face.  
 
      
 
    just for the record, we are OVER, trevor. i dont ever want to hear from u again. have a great life, deadbeat 
 
      
 
    Clutching my belly, I stumble out the back door. The last thing I need is to have to explain to Mini why I'm bawling my eyes out. 
 
      
 
    I run down the lane and trip my way into the barn before anyone manages to see me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
             
 
      
 
    I always enjoy a cool midday rinse in the tin shower just off at the back of the barn while the animals are out grazing. A nice shower in the early afternoon is like hitting the reset button, allowing me to face the rest of the day fresh.  
 
      
 
    And boy, do I need a reset.  
 
      
 
    I worked hard in the fields this morning, watering and weeding my crops. Then, I had another meeting with that useless tool of a bank manager in town. The meeting was cut short when I called him as much. So the bath was welcome and needed.  
 
      
 
    I stand concealed by tall bales of hay in the back corner as I slip into a fresh shirt and some work pants. I scrub my towel over my head to soak up the water clinging to my hair. Man — I feel refreshed. 
 
      
 
    Ruckus outside of the barn catches my attention. I hurriedly button up my shirt as the double doors fly open. Lily comes bursting inside and throws herself against a thick wooden pillar in the middle of the room as the doors flap shut with a bang. 
 
      
 
    She doesn't see me. Her face is buried in her hands. Her shoulders shake with her sobs. She slides down until she's crouched on the ground, hair curtaining her face as she cries. I can't make out the words she's groaning but I can hear her pain loud and clear. 
 
      
 
    A part of me wants to slip out the back door or hide behind the hay until she gets sick of crying and leaves, but I find myself walking toward her, kneeling in front of her, placing my hands on her shoulders. 
 
      
 
    She startles at the contact. "Jakob. I—I'm sorry. I didn't realize anyone was here." She stands. "I shouldn't be slacking. I'm sorry. I'll get back to work. I don't know what I was think—" She rises, brushing hay off of her knees. 
 
      
 
    I stand too. ”Hey, hey. Slow down," I say in a low voice, trying my best to be soothing. 
 
      
 
    Her red-rimmed gaze stays fixed to the ground as she digs the toe of her worn-out boot into the dirt. 
 
      
 
    "What's going on?" I question. I should mind my business. She’s an employee and I don't mingle with employees. It's one of the pillars of my business. Getting friendly with a worker opens the door to all kinds of inappropriate behavior. That foot rub I gave the other day is a glaring example. 
 
      
 
    But somewhere deep down, I know I'd love to get inappropriate with Lily Monroe.  
 
      
 
    Her eyes rise to mine and she explodes into tears. "The engagement ring wasn't meant for me. I'm pregnant with his baby and the engagement ring was never meant for me." Her voice cracks under the heaviness of this rejection and she collapses against my chest. 
 
      
 
    Rubbish — I've never been good at this. I don't get close to people. I'm not the kind of man who goes around comforting broken-hearted women that I know nothing about. But I can't just walk away from her.  
 
      
 
    She's a good woman. A beautiful woman. Seeing her like this makes me want to find whoever is responsible for her heartache and shove my fist down his throat. 
 
      
 
    So, for her sake, I decide to try out the whole 'comforting' thing. 
 
      
 
    "Shhh..."I whisper against her hair, unable to ignore the tingle in my cock. It may be wrong as idiot but I can't help myself. This girl is freaking warm and soft. And she smells like dessert. 
 
      
 
    Her fingernails sink into my pecs as she clings to my shirt, her tears penetrating the fabric. 
 
      
 
    "Don't cry, Lily. It's not good for the baby.” 
 
      
 
    And that only makes her cry harder. "I'm having his baby. How could he not love me?" Her cadence is hoarse and sad. My chest goes tight at the sound. She deserves better than this. She shouldn't be crying in a damp, musky barn, falling apart in some stranger's arms. 
 
      
 
    She deserves to be happy.  
 
      
 
    I hook my finger under her chin and lift her face to me. There's nothing but devastation in her eyes. Utter heartbreak. "He's an idiot, Lily. He's an idiot for not loving you." 
 
      
 
    She shakes her head. "How am I supposed to do this on my own?" she wails. "How am I supposed to raise a child alone? I don't have any money. I don't even have a place of my own to live. He took care of all my bills. He said he'd handle everything until I finished my internship and got a job. But now, he doesn't want me and his baby." Her breath sputters out like she's having a panic attack right here in my arms. 
 
      
 
    "Calm down," I whisper. But she continues to hyperventilate. It's getting worse by the second. 
 
      
 
    So, I do the first thing that comes to my mind. 
 
      
 
    My hands tunnel into her silky hair and I tilt her face up to mine. My mouth rushes down on hers, greedily and urgently. My eyes squeeze shut as I savor her warmth and her femiminity.  
 
      
 
    It's been so long since I've had a woman this close and I feel like I'm drowning in the essence of her. The dizziness in my head. The unsteadiness in my knees. The erraticness in my heart. It's been so long since I felt anything like it. And I'm starving for it, even as it swallows me up. So I shut out all the reasons why I shouldn't be kissing the pregnant girl I just hired to care for my sick grandmother.  
 
      
 
    Her hands clasp tightly around my wrists. Afraid that she might push me away, I kiss her deeper, angling her face and sweeping my tongue between her lips. 
 
      
 
    Goodness, I'm a selfish mongrel.  
 
      
 
    But my fears of her pulling back are unfounded. She comes closer, pressing her little body against me, abandoning herself to this moment. She tastes just as sweet as she smells. And she's so soft. How can a person be so soft? Every single inch over her is soft. 
 
      
 
    Aside from the solid little bulge of her stomach. 
 
      
 
    Wait — what the heck am I doing?  
 
      
 
    I stumble backward, pulling away from her. My pulse gallops under my skin. I feel perspiration crawling down my back. What the heck is wrong with me? 
 
      
 
    This is Brittany Delaney all over again. Do I have a fetish for pregnant chicks or something? 
 
      
 
    "Idiot. I'm sorry," I whisper as shame rises into my chest. What kind of man takes advantage of a pregnant woman? 
 
      
 
    She breathes my name as she touches her fingertips to her lips. "Jakob..." Enormous blue irises peer up at me from under pale lashes. Buttery gold ringlets frame her freckled face. But with her curvy little frame, it would be blasphemy to call her 'cute'. She's all woman. 
 
      
 
    A woman that isn't mine, I remind myself. 
 
      
 
    I continue to back away. "I'm so sorry. You just needed a friend, and I —" 
 
      
 
    Expect her to turn and run out of here. Instead she steps closer.  
 
      
 
    Goodness, she's tiny.  
 
      
 
    She looks up at me with her eyes watering and her lips trembling. "Kiss me again..."  
 
      
 
    I shake my head. Did I hear her right? 
 
      
 
    "Kiss me again..." she implores in a hoarse whisper.  
 
      
 
    That's a really tempting offer. But I shouldn't. I shouldn't kiss her. 
 
      
 
    I really want to, though.  
 
      
 
    Am I taking advantage of a delicate situation? I don't know. All I know is I want to feel those soft pink lips again, trembling against mine. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes beg. Her body shakes with lust and sadness and need. She wants me right now.  
 
      
 
    I have two choices. I could stand here and rationalize about the ethics of touching a woman who's carrying some other man's child. Or I could give her what she needs.  
 
      
 
    She needs me. Every delicate shivering inch of her needs every rough rugged inch of me. 
 
      
 
    She needs me. 
 
      
 
    I'm not thinking anymore and my body is acting of its own volition. One abrupt movement, and she's in my arms and my lips are sealing over hers. Lust vibrates all through me as I press her into me and devour her mouth.  
 
      
 
    I'm a animal.  
 
      
 
    Her tongue licks against mine as her arms bracket my waist. Her fingertips flirt with the hem of my T-shirt before finding my skin, scorching my flesh with her gentleness.  
 
      
 
    She moans as her digits pad over the planes of my stomach. I moan, too. It feels dang good to be touched by a woman. It's a feeling I had let myself forget but with Lily's hands on me, the memory comes flooding back.  
 
      
 
    Her hands scale my sides and circle around my back. She rises onto her toes as she clings to my shoulders.   
 
      
 
    This little woman… 
 
      
 
    My hands leave her hair and travel down the curve of her spine. I palm her rear, roughly squeezing the soft globes. Her hands clasp over mine, her fingers twisting around mine.  
 
      
 
    Incredible, I've gone too far.  
 
      
 
    But Little Miss Sunshine keens into my palm and instead of pushing me away, she pulls my hand under her skirt, further between her legs. My fingers linger on the frilly edge of her panties, waiting for an invitation. She groans, thrusting softly into my open hand. I take that as a sign. 
 
      
 
    I push the fabric aside. I run a finger slowly across her quivering seam and my fingers are wet with her honey. She's so wet. 
 
      
 
    And now I don't want to stop. Not until she's coming for me, not until she's washed in pleasure at my hands.  
 
      
 
    What is wrong with me?  
 
      
 
    I'll figure it out later. Right now, I just want to make this pussy purr for me. I want to feel it vibrating on my tongue.  
 
      
 
    Dropping to my knees, I pull her panties down around her ankles. She steps out of them as I caress her rear beneath the fabric of her dress. I cup those succulent cheeks and lift her legs around my neck. I rise to my feet. Fuelled by my raging libido, I stumble a few steps forward, walking her back into a sky-high hay bale.   
 
      
 
    She yelps with surprise and I chuckle. I bury my face in her mound, sucking a mouthful of that fat pussy between my lips. My tongue circles her clit as I suction that sweet honey dribbling down my chin. It's a mess but I love it like mad. 
 
      
 
    Lily groans, bucking against my mouth, pulling on my short hair. I knead that beautiful rear with my fingers and her ankles lock behind my neck. It's impossible for my cock to get any harder as she rides my face like it's a mechanical bull. My fingers sink into her rear crack, pulling her apart, spreading that pretty pussy for me. 
 
      
 
    Yes, it's vulgar but I'm a demented man right now, losing all sense of decency as Lily's groin ripples on my tongue.  
 
      
 
    This is insanity. I shouldn’t be doing this. But I've gone too far. I've got to see it through.  
 
      
 
    "Jakob!" she cries out in a broken voice. Her whole body begins to tremble. I groan low and long and the vibration travels into her body.  
 
      
 
    She's coming now, her petite frame clenching hard. My arms wrap around her waist and I slide her down so that we're chest to chest. My fingers find her clit and I strum it like a mad man. 
 
      
 
    She clings to me, arms fastened around my neck, legs tight around my waist, face buried against my chest. The planked walls absorb her cries as the orgasm shakes its way through her. 
 
      
 
    I hold her until the storm has passed.  
 
      
 
    When it's all over, I set her on the ground and stumble a step back. Both stunned by what we just did, we stare at each other silently in the shadowy barn.  
 
      
 
    Rubbish… 
 
      
 
    I want to apologize, to ask her if she's okay.  
 
      
 
    Instead, I leave her there, turning on my heel in a haze of shock and rushing out of the barn. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I feel a whole lot of trepidation when I let myself into Grace's house on Saturday night. She's been making an effort to be nice to me but I still feel a massive gulf between us. She's so different from Faith. She's guarded and closed-off while Faith is a carefree, riotous good time. Anyway, I'm only here for two nights and before I know it, I'll be back on the farm on Monday.    
 
         
 
    "Hello?" I call out as I lock the door and shove my keys into my pocket, a cloth shopping bag hanging off of my arm.  
 
      
 
    "Hey! In here!" she calls out over the loud alternative rock blasting through the house. Sebastian scampers down the hall at full speed on his hands and knees. I honestly didn't know that babies could crawl that fast. 
 
      
 
    "Hi there, honey," I coo as I lean over and scoop him up. "How ya been? I missed you." I plant a kiss in his wild hair and he gurgles a string of unintelligible sounds. I laugh, giving him a good squeeze.  
 
      
 
    I step into the kitchen and a medley of herbs and spices fills my lungs. "Whoa, that smells good," I groan. "What on earth are you cooking?" I peek over Grace's shoulder. 
 
      
 
    She turns to me and grins. "Slow cooker lentil stew with polenta," she announces. "I figured you could use a break from all the red meat you must be eating on that farm. The lentils are still packed with protein for the little one." She rubs a hand across my belly. 
 
        
 
    “Aww. That's very thoughtful of you." I feel tears building in my eyes. These hormones are turning me into an automatic sprinkler system, I swear.  
 
      
 
    Grace gives me a knowing look. “Ah, the pregnancy waterworks, I see.” 
 
      
 
    I laugh, setting the bag of fresh produce on the counter and I wipe my tears with my wrist. “It’s crazy,” I say, sniffling. “Out of control. Anyway, Jakob sent you some fruits and veggies.” I tip my head toward the bag. “You’ve got to taste the  cherry tomatoes.” 
 
      
 
    She wastes no time grabbing one, rinsing it off and popping it into her mouth. “Mmm. Wow!” 
 
      
 
    “I know, right?” I say, holding a tomato under the water before biting into it, too. “I never knew tomatoes could taste so good.” 
 
      
 
    She still looks euphoric. “Jakob has the magic touch. He's the only farmer I know who can have outdoor tomatoes ready for harvest at this time of year and have them tasting so delicious.” 
 
      
 
    A wicked smile inches across my mouth. I know all about Jakob's "magic touch". And his heavenly lips. And his miracle-making fingers. And I'm sure that his cock has supernatural powers of its own. Of course, I would never dare to say that out loud. Instead, I just bob my head in agreement. 
 
      
 
    I still don’t understand what the heck happened in the barn the other day. One minute I was falling apart, distressed over Trevor’s rejection. The next minute, I was falling apart for a whole different reason. I’ve been attracted to Jakob since the first moment that I saw him. But I never thought that he’d actually put his hands on me.  
 
      
 
    He has all these rules. He’s so strict about running his business in a professional manner. Plus, he when he found out I’m pregnant I was sure that even the minuscule possibility of him being interested in me had evaporated. But there he was the other day in the barn, strong and virile and domineering, tongue-the daylights out of me. 
 
      
 
    Was it a pity tongue-idiot or was it an I-like-you tongue-idiot? I don’t know. And that’s neither here nor there because I’m pretty sure he won’t be tongue-me under any circumstances in the future. 
 
      
 
    Le sigh… 
 
      
 
    Grace is completely oblivious to my inner dialogue. Thank goodness. She stirs the pot of polenta vigorously and a smile brightens her features when an upbeat Coldplay song comes on. "Oh my goodness, Sebastian loves this song." 
 
      
 
    I look down at the baby who's now bouncing on my hip, giving his mother a toothy grin as she shimmies and spins just to make him laugh.  
 
      
 
    "Sorry," she says, her attention returning to me. "He really loves that song." 
 
      
 
    I shrug, beaming. "It's a good song," I concede, tapping my foot to the tune. 
 
      
 
    "So tell me, how are you feeling?” she asks me. “Any morning sickness?" 
 
      
 
    "Sometimes. Generally, I'm okay. Aside from the constant need to pee." 
 
      
 
    She laughs. "Oh, I remember that. It's worse at night." 
 
      
 
    "I know, right?" Some nights I feel like just balling up next to the toilet with my pillow because my bladder needs to be drained every 90 minutes. 
 
      
 
    "And how's work? Jakob treating you okay?" 
 
      
 
    The question causes a shiver to run across my skin as the thought of his tongue probing my pussy crosses my mind.  
 
      
 
    I cannot complain about the way Jakob's been treating me.  
 
      
 
    "Jakob's been great," I say a little too enthusiastically. "And Mini is fabulous." 
 
      
 
    Grace doesn't seem to notice my wonky intonation. "That's great," she says as she continues to stir the heck out of that polenta, swinging her hips to the music. “I’m glad that you’re liking your job.” 
 
      
 
    "How are you? You seem to be in an awesome mood." 
 
      
 
    She spins with a flourish to face me. "Y'know — I'm in a really good place. I've been listening to the new meditation CD that Isla just put out and I've just decided to stop stressing over this thing between me and Daniel. I don’t like the person I've become because of it. I'm miserable and it's affecting my relationship with Sebastian and with my friends, with you...so I've decided to just go with the flow. I called him earlier and left a voice message and I was like, 'I love you and I hope that there's a future for us but I'm not willing to mess up today because I'm so busy worrying about whether we'll be together tomorrow'."   
 
      
 
    "And did he call back? What did he say?" I ask. The possibility of my sister and her husband getting back together makes me irrationally happy. I've never even met the guy, but the idea of them repairing their relationship makes me hopeful that I may be able to find my own happily ever after someday.  
 
      
 
    She giggles. "He hasn't called back. But I'm okay with that. I've extended an olive branch. We'll see what he does with it." 
 
      
 
    I actually feel proud of her. "Well that's great, hun. Kudos on being the bigger person." 
 
      
 
    "Hastag, adulting!" She throws a wink at me over her shoulder.  
 
      
 
    I laugh as I set Sebastian down on the floor. "Okay, I've got to go pee and I'll come back and give you a hand with dinner." 
 
      
 
    "Sounds good," she calls out to me as I leave the room. 
 
      
 
    I hurry into the ground floor washroom and empty out my overextended bladder. I splash some water on my face and stare at my reflection. I'm wearing Grace's plain hand-me-down sweats with my belly straining against the pink cotton-blend. My hair hangs in blond coils around my face. Though I've gained some weight (Jakob insists on feeding me about twenty pounds of food each day), I look healthy and glowing. I look so different from the girl who showed up here a few weeks ago. Yes, I was wearing designer clothes with my salon colored hair but I was completely lost and miserable on the inside.  
 
      
 
    Maybe Reyfield was a good idea after all. I don’t miss the big city one bit. Not even the cosmopolitans and the shopping and the Sunday brunches at those over-priced downtown breakfast bars. 
 
      
 
    I mean, I just let a bearded farmer go down on me in a barn. Who am I anymore? 
 
      
 
    I grin at the thought. I've really been on a high since that day. The way Jakob kissed me, the way he licked me, it overwhelmed every one of my senses. It turned my upside down world right-side-up. Maybe I should feel guilty but phoo, I don't. I may be pregnant but I'm still a woman and I still enjoy the feeling of a man propping me up. I won't apologize for that, dang it.  
 
      
 
    I'm not delusional. I know that Jakob and I don't have a real shot. Why would he take on the responsibility of raising some other man's child? I certainly don't expect him to. But feeling his hands and his mouth on me still felt like a little bit of heaven in the midst of my unpleasant existence.  
 
      
 
    As I'm washing my hands, I hear the faint sound of the doorbell above the drone of Grace's music. I wipe my hands on a towel and hurry to the door. I swing it open and a tall dark-haired man in a suit stands on the stoop. He's strikingly-handsome even under the layers of fatigue all bagged up under his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Hi…” I say waiting for him to identify himself.  
 
      
 
    "Hello?" He gives me a 'who are you?' look. I give it right back. 
 
      
 
    Hmm...drop-dead gorgeous man shows up at the door wondering who the heck I am? I'm sensing a trend here. 
 
      
 
    Just then, Sebastian comes speed-crawling toward the door. When he sees the man, he erupts into an excited babble and crawls even faster. 
 
      
 
    The man crouches down with a face-splitting smile. "Hey buddy," he says with his arms wide open. 
 
      
 
    "Uh, who are you?" I ask, stepping between him and the baby. Nobody's kidnapping my nephew. Not on my watch. 
 
      
 
    Sebastian tangles around my legs, whimpering and pouting. The man eyes me sharply from his kneeling position. "I'm his father.” 
 
      
 
    Wait..."You're Daniel?” 
 
      
 
    "I'm Daniel.” 
 
      
 
    Whoa! Nice job, Grace. Way to procreate! 
 
      
 
    He's way too boardroom-chic for a Saturday evening but still… 
 
      
 
    I move out of the way and he scoops the kid up in one fluid motion. I watch them nuzzle each other for a moment, their affection for each other warming my heart. When Daniel’s gaze moves back to me, I stick a hand out. "I'm Lily, Grace's sister.” 
 
      
 
    "Grace's sister?" His brows lift skeptically as he accepts my hand. 
 
      
 
    "Her half-sister," I specify. 
 
      
 
    "Ah, right, right. Her dad did have other children.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckle. "Yup, three...that we know about.” 
 
      
 
    He smiles. "Well,  it's great to meet you, Lily.” 
 
      
 
    "Would you like to come in?" I ask gesturing over my shoulder.  
 
      
 
    "Inviting me into my own house?" he laughs, stepping inside. “Thanks." 
 
      
 
    The blood drains from my face at the sarcasm in his tone. "Sorry," I whisper,  feeling silly. 
 
      
 
    "I'm just teasing," he says clapping me lightly on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "I'll go get Grace..." ...before I put my foot in my mouth again. 
 
      
 
    I hurry into the kitchen and find Grace at the stove, stirring the pot and shaking her rear.  
 
      
 
    "Daniel's here," I tell her. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes go wide. "Daniel's here?” 
 
      
 
    I nod. 
 
      
 
    She freaks. Her hands fly to her hair, smoothing down the wild curls before she rips off her apron and tosses it onto the counter.  
 
      
 
    "How do I look?" 
 
      
 
    "Like a goddess!" I assure her with a wink. 
 
      
 
    She sticks the spoon in my hand. "Keep stirring, okay?" 
 
      
 
    Oh goodness. My sister has no idea that I can't be trusted in the kitchen. Everything I touch turns to roadkill. Jakob and Mini can attest to that. But I really don't want to disappoint her, so I stir the thick glob of carbohydrates with all I've got.  
 
      
 
    I've broken into a sweat by the time she pads back into the kitchen...with Daniel's arm around her waist! 
 
      
 
    "Lily," he says, "again, it was really nice to meet you." 
 
      
 
    A grin invades my face just seeing the way Grace is beaming in her husband's arms. "It was nice to meet you, too." 
 
      
 
    Sebastian crawls in behind them, pulling on his father's pant leg for attention. Daniel scoops the boy up and plants kisses on his cheeks. Grace's arms come around them and the three of them stand there, lingering in an embrace. Daniel's eyes drift shut as he savors the feeling of being reunited with his family.  
 
      
 
    A family. They're a family. 
 
      
 
    Guilt twists my insides because I can't give that to my son. His father doesn't want us. 
 
      
 
    Grace leans back and Daniel brushes hair from her eyes. "I can't wait for next Saturday," he whispers.  
 
      
 
    She gives him a squeeze. "Me, too." 
 
      
 
    "You know I'm coming back home, right," he  says almost in warning. Like he's telling her he has every intention of putting his family back together.  
 
      
 
    She pats his chest softly, giving him a teary-eyed smile. "Let's take this one step at a time. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    He leans down and puts his lips on her cheek. She looks like she might swoon. He ruffles the boy's hair as he glances at me. "See you soon, Lily." 
 
      
 
    "See you, Daniel." 
 
      
 
    He disappears out the door.  
 
      
 
    Grace floats over to the stove, taking the spoon from my hand. 
 
      
 
    "What on earth just happened?" From what Faith told me, Grace and Daniel were done. Their marriage was over. But it looks far from done to me. 
 
      
 
    My sister smiles widely, holding up a pair of tickets to the theatre. "Do you think you can babysit next Saturday? My husband just asked me on a date." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mini sits at the kitchen table and watches boredly as I empty the grocery bags. She's been ornery as ever since Lily left for her sister's a few hours  ago. The two of them are like old pals and Mini gets irritable when Lily isn't around to keep her entertained. 
 
      
 
    "Since when do you eat Fruit Loops?" she asks with a challenging stare as I pack the box of rainbow-colored cereal into the cupboard. I'm not surprised that she's pissed to find me sneaking the sugary treat into the house without her knowledge. I put a moratorium on all her favorite treats when her health problems started getting out of hand. Processed sugars were completely banned, much to her dismay. 
 
      
 
    I feel a smile coming across my face. "Lily loves this garbage," I say. The girl has zero talent at the stove and (like Mini) she has the food preferences of a toddler. At least she has some milk with each bowl of cereal so I try not to bug her too much.  
 
      
 
    My grandmother smirks at me. "Hmm...Thought you were waging war against sugar?" 
 
      
 
    "Don't you start with me." I turn away from her so she won't be able to see my expression.  
 
      
 
    I ate Lily's sweet pussy in the barn, I watched her come all over my tongue and days later, it’s probably still written all over my face. Mini's searching for gossip but I'm not about to give it to her.  
 
      
 
    "Lily is a pregnant lady with epic cravings,” I tell her. “You're an old lady with diabetes. It's not the same thing." 
 
      
 
    She chuckles at me like I'm a hypocrite. "Since when do you care about the pregnancy cravings of your employees," she teases, "Aren't you a stone-cold businessman?" 
 
      
 
    What a facetious little hag! I keep packing away the food — some fancy-rear cherry pastry thing I think Lily might like, tinned sardines full of good stuff for the baby's brain, soda crackers for morning sickness — determined not to engage further with my annoying grandmother.  
 
      
 
    But the more I try to ignore her, the more utterly amused she becomes. She cackles at my discomfort. 
 
      
 
    "I hope you're enjoying yourself," I grunt as I slam a bottle of her medication down in front of her. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes soften just a bit and I catch a glimpse of the fun-loving woman who used to play tricks on me as a teenager just to get me to lighten up when my walls were up too high. I remember the Christmas when she found out that I’d started fooling around with girls. She filled up my stocking with condoms just to get under my skin. 
 
      
 
    "I'm only fooling around, Jakob," she says to me. "Do you know how good it is to be able to joke with you again, to see you smiling? The past few years you've been so serious that sometimes I'd get nervous just trying to start a conversation with you. You were so defensive. But since Lily got here..." Her voice catches in her throat and her eyes go misty. "Lily's been good for you." 
 
      
 
    My heart goes tight seeing my grandmother get all emotional. "Lily's not mine," I remind her. 
 
      
 
    "Well don't you think that you should do something about that?" 
 
      
 
    I push out a heavy breath. "It's not that simple. She's pregnant. I don't even know the status of the situation with the child's father." 
 
      
 
    "You could ask her." 
 
      
 
    I could. But I won't. Because what would I do with that information anyway? I can't just step in and take some other man's place. 
 
      
 
    "Look, right now, Lily just needs a friend. I'm just going to be her friend.” I can still taste her pussy on my tongue even as I'm saying the words. I can still hear her moans in my ears. 
 
      
 
    But I've got to put that out of my mind. I can only allow myself to be Lily's friend. That's already a big step because I've never had an employee for a friend. 
 
      
 
    Friend... 
 
      
 
    I haven't had one of those in a long time. I hope I still remember how to be one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
    "You really don't have to do this," she says as I hold the door to the clinic open for her. 
 
      
 
    "Shut up, Lily," I growl with a firm slap to her stubborn, curvy rear, coaxing her inside. 
 
      
 
    "Ouch!" she yelps in surprise, rubbing the sore spot as she steps into the building. I grin to myself.  
 
      
 
    This is me being a friend. 
 
      
 
    Friends are allowed to slap each other's rears, right? 
 
      
 
    I sure do hope so because I want to do it again. I love how that rear feels under my palm. And hell, if big, hulky NFL giants can get away with a friendly swat on the butt every now and then, why can't I?  
 
      
 
    The truth is, I'm falling in real deep with this girl and I'm trying my best to look the other way. My attraction to her is out of control. I fall asleep with her on my mind every single night. I jerk off to the thought of her every single morning. The other day when I drove into town, I bought condoms. Yes, condoms. As if I'm gonna harass the pregnant lady who takes care of my grandmother.  
 
      
 
    I'm ridiculous. She's turning me into a mad man. 
 
      
 
    But at least I know I'm alive again. The parts of me that have been dead for so many years — they're alive again. My breath hitches when she smiles, my head spins when she touches me and my cock jerks excitedly each time she walks into the room. I'm alive. 
 
      
 
    Her outburst draws the attention of the olive-skinned older woman sitting at the desk. A smile spreads across the receptionist's face. "Good morning, folks!” 
 
      
 
    "Good morning," Lily says, still giggling. "I have an appointment for an ultrasound. I'm fifteen and a half weeks along." She rubs her belly. 
 
      
 
    "What's your name, love?" the woman asks, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her thin nose. 
 
      
 
    "Lily Monroe.” 
 
      
 
    The woman taps away at her computer before lifting her eyes. "Perfect, I have you down. Our ultrasound technician will see you in just a few minutes. Have a seat.” 
 
      
 
    We drop into two plastic chairs in the nearly-empty waiting room. Lily picks up a fashion magazine and starts babbling on about this designer and that trend. I just listen with a grin on my face. I love listening to her. The girl could talk for days, non-stop. 
 
      
 
    Before long, a dark-skinned woman with a curly afro and a wide smile comes out to greet us. "Hello there. I'm Kim, your ultrasound technician today," she says, extending a hand to Lily. 
 
      
 
    I watch as they shake. "I'm Lily. Nice to meet you.” 
 
      
 
    Kim's attention moves to me. "You must be her partner?" 
 
      
 
    Lily and I turn to each other. Her cheeks pink up and I can tell that she's embarrassed by her current relationship status. She opens her mouth to correct the technician but I speak up quickly. "Yeah, I'm Jakob. I'm her partner," I say as I rise to my feet and take Kim's outstretched hand.  
 
      
 
    I'm her partner. Gosh, it feels good to say that. Even though it's a load of garbage. 
 
      
 
    Kim's eyes dart from me to Lily and back. "Goodness, you're a good-looking couple," she mutters. "Your baby's gonna be a stunner." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you," Lily says, giving me a coy glance. 
 
      
 
    "Come with me," Kim tells us, "let's go get a look at your future supermodel baby." 
 
      
 
    Lily giggles as we follow the woman down a brightly-lit hallway to a tiny room full of medical gadgets. She gives Lily a paper gown to drape over her dress and she leaves the room for a few minutes. When she returns, she instructs Lily to sit in a vinyl-covered reclining chair then she squeezes jelly onto her stomach. Kim presses the flat head of the ultrasound wand to Lily's belly and a blurry image appears on the monitor. 
 
      
 
    "Oh my goodness," Lily mutters, staring at the screen, "That's my baby..." She reaches for my hand. 
 
      
 
    "That's your baby!" Kim's excitement is so real you'd think it was her first time seeing an ultrasound, too. 
 
      
 
    I squint at the image not too sure what I'm looking at in the sea of black, white and gray. Kim points out the limbs and some of the internal organs and I just nod along, with Lily's fingers tight around mine. 
 
      
 
    The technician punches a few buttons on her keypad. "It's too early to determine the baby's sex at this point, but I'll tell you, this munchkin has a heck of a heartbeat." 
 
      
 
    Lily glances over at me and smiles so big that my heart feels like it might burst. 
 
      
 
    Kim continues. "And, as an added bonus, I can confirm that your little one has a head!” 
 
      
 
    Lily throws her head back and laughs deep in her throat.  
 
      
 
    "Good to know," I say, unable to keep from smiling. 
 
      
 
    "The baby also has ten fingers and ten toes attached to very long limbs." Kim chuckles.  Lily leans forward, getting closer to the screen. "The internal organs I can see appear normal but we’ll get a better look at your next scan. Everything is looking good, folks. Everything is looking good.” 
 
      
 
    I reach over to where Lily's hand is lying beside her on the chair and wrap my fingers around hers. She gives me a squeeze and a smile for the ages. 
 
      
 
    Kim sets down the wand and moves over to the machine. “So, before you get to see the doctor, a nurse is gonna come in and draw some blood. Are you okay with that?”  
 
      
 
    Brave as ever, Lily nods.  
 
      
 
    “Perfect,” Kim says, her finger hovering over the power button. “Oh! I almost forgot to ask — would you like a print-out of the sonogram?” 
 
      
 
    Lily shoots a semi-threatening look her way. "Don't tease me, lady. Of course I want a print-out!"


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I tiptoe down the dark hallway and peek through the crack in the door. The TV blares an infomercial about steak knives made from some special kind of inoxidable steel or something.  
 
      
 
    Jakob lies on his back with his hands behind his head. He's staring up at the ceiling. Just the sight of him in bed wearing nothing but a pair of sweatpants turns me liquid on the inside. I imagine what it would be like, lying next to him, bathed in his heat, inhaling his scent. I ache to feel his lips on me again. And by the heavens, I want to return the favor. 
 
      
 
    What are you doing here, Lily? 
 
      
 
    I'm just here to thank him for taking me to my appointment today. At least that's the story I'm telling myself as I breath in a lungful of air and rap on the door. His head snaps in the direction of the door and he sits upright in bed. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah?" 
 
      
 
    I push the door open just enough to step inside. "Hey..."  
 
      
 
    His manly scent fills the dark, wood-panelled man cave and his domineering energy causes my skin to prickle with awareness. I glance around at my surroundings, taking in the sparse, sable-toned furnishings, the comfy-looking flannel sheets, the well-worn rug at the foot of the bed. 
 
      
 
    "Hey." He swings his legs over the side of the mattress. "Everything okay? Is it Mini?” 
 
      
 
    I flick my wrist to wave off his concern. "No, Mini's fine. She's sleeping.” 
 
      
 
    "The baby?” 
 
      
 
    I smile in the darkness. He's so considerate and sweet. "I only came to thank you," I say as I take slow strides toward him. "You went out of your way for me at the clinic today.” 
 
      
 
    He didn't have to pretend to be my spouse but I guess he didn't want me to feel bad about the fact that I'm a single parent before my child has even entered the world. I really appreciated that. The stigma of being alone and pregnant was weighing heavily on me in the days leading up to the appointment. 
 
      
 
    "No problem at all," he says as I move closer. I'm standing between his open legs now. 
 
      
 
    I brace my hands on his ropey shoulders and lean forward, pressing a kiss to his cheek. I linger close, enjoying the heat of his body and the smell of his skin. 
 
      
 
    He groans and his fingers clasp around the backs of my thighs. "You came in here at this hour of the night to say 'thanks'? Are you sure that's all you want?" His voice is hungry, almost predatory. It's sparks something dangerous in my blood. 
 
      
 
    I breathe unsteadily. My body keens closer to his. I feel fire tearing through my veins. "Not by a long shot," I whisper as desire pools in my panties. His fingers crawl up my thighs, inching beneath the hem of my dress. 
 
      
 
    He drags the skirt up over my rear, around my waist, revealing the slope of my belly. "Did you come here so I can forget you, Lily?" 
 
      
 
    Tension builds at my apex. I'm aching to take him so deep inside of me. I moan. "Yes, I want that." 
 
      
 
    His lips press against my hipbone. His stubble tickles me, stirring my nerve endings to life. "Are you sure about that, Lily? Because the way I feel about you, if I get you in my bed, I don't think I'll ever be able to let you leave.” 
 
      
 
    I gasp. Why does that proposition appeal to me so much? Why do I want this big, wolfish man to take me and all my baggage and never let me go? "That's what I want.” 
 
      
 
    Jakob rises slowly from the bed. He's so tall that he towers over me, making me feel tiny and vulnerable in his shadow. I wouldn't have it any other way.  
 
      
 
    The glow of the television is the only light in the room. It illuminates the raging lust in his eyes. Still, he's tender. As tender as a big, gruff man like him can be. He tucks a golden curl behind my ear. His fingers are rough as pine cones as they graze my cheek. I shiver all over, wanting those big rough hands all over me. 
 
      
 
    I hold my breath as he leans down, pressing his mouth to mine, drawing my bottom lip between his teeth. "Last chance to back out, Lily," he warns low in his throat. 
 
      
 
    I scoff quietly. "I can handle you, Jakob Wilkinson.” 
 
      
 
    I silently pray to heaven that's true. 
 
      
 
    His lips stay on mine as he lifts my dress over my belly, up my chest. His massive paws cup my heaving breasts, massaging them roughly. His callouses grate against my bare nipples, provoking a sensation that arrows straight to my core. 
 
      
 
    I moan into his mouth, locking my arms around his neck, pulling him closer. His tongue sweeps into my mouth, twisting up with mine. My pussy aches, drooling with desire that I can't even control. He lifts my left leg, setting my foot on the mattress, and he grinds his sturdy erection against my throbbing clit. I hum as I rock my hips, trying to keep pace with Jakob's movements. 
 
      
 
    "I need to have this pussy on me. I need to eat it again." My dress tumbles back down as he slides my panties down my legs and I step out of them. He drops to mattress behind him, pulling me down on top of him. "Sit on my face, Lily. Let me get another taste.” 
 
      
 
    I'm so excited that I'm seeing stars. My blood buzzes in my ears.  
 
      
 
    I crawl up his body then rise to my knees once my mound is positioned above his face. The fabric of my dress obscures his features but I feel his hands slide up over my rear then he pulls me down onto his mouth. "Bring that pussy over here, baby.” 
 
      
 
    The first swipe of his tongue against me takes me by surprise. I yelp loudly, much more loudly than intended. Jakob pushes the fabric aside and smiles up at me. "Sorry," I say weakly as acute sensations reverberate throughout my body. I pray to heaven that Mini didn't hear that. Thank goodness her bedroom is downstairs, on the other side of the massive house. 
 
      
 
    He grabs the remote and turns up the volume on the screen. "Oh, that was nothing. I'm gonna make you scream, Little Miss Sunshine." The threat lights me up with anticipation.  
 
      
 
    Jakob disappears under my skirt again and his fingers spread my lips apart as his tongue swirls around my clit. "Baby..." I whisper as he gropes my rear, holding me close to his face. His teeth skim over my little nub and a thousand reactions ripple through my body. I'm lit, explosive, humping my groin against his skilled mouth.  
 
      
 
    The man licks and sucks and nibbles at me. He thrusts his tongue into me in a way that is purely vulgar. Depraved. Obscene. And idiot — I let him know how much I love it, bellowing his name into the air. He doesn't let up. Even when I start coming, bursting onto his tongue. I'm shaking at the peak of my climax when he slides from under me, sitting up and pulling my weak body into his arms. He holds me, thumbing my clit until the orgasm finishes its beating. I feel his shaft, hard against my thigh as he cradles me in his lap. 
 
      
 
    He presses a kiss to my temple, whispering against my flesh. "Was that too much?” 
 
      
 
    I look up into his handsome face and purr, "I want more. Give me your cock.” 
 
      
 
    Worry creases his brow. "Don't you need a break? A glass of water, maybe?" His fingers draw circles along the inside of my thigh, further inflaming my need for him. 
 
      
 
    "I need your cock," I rasp out. "That's all I need right now.” 
 
      
 
    He studies me closely for a moment to make sure that I know what I'm saying. Then, his tongue swipes across his lips and he lays me flat on the bed. He brings my dress up over my head and throws it in a heap on the floor. I lie naked before him, cellulite thighs, expanding belly, enormous breasts and all. 
 
      
 
    And not for one second do I feel self-conscious or insecure. The way he's looking at me makes me feel beautiful and appreciated. Wanted. 
 
      
 
    He takes his time with me. He lays kisses on my belly and my ribs, up between my breasts. He thumbs my nipples as he tastes my lips again. Who knew that this wolf of a man could be such a tender, considerate lover? 
 
      
 
    My ex-boyfriend’s idea of intimacy comprised of twisting my nipples roughly for a few seconds before bludgeoning me half to death with his blunt, little penis for a solid five minutes, then padding into the living room and falling asleep with the sports highlights blasting through the apartment. So the way Jakob touches me, the way he holds me, is a nice change of pace. 
 
      
 
    He reaches into his bedside drawer and pulls out a condom. He falls back onto his haunches as he rolls it on. I admire his sculpted form as he hovers above me. I spread my thighs for him and he hesitates one last time at the entrance of my hungry pussy.  
 
      
 
    He's a good man.  
 
      
 
    He's debating over whether this is the right thing to do. I want him as much as he wants me. There is absolutely nothing wrong with that. 
 
      
 
    I hook one hand behind his neck and pull him close just as I wrap my fingers around his cock and angle it at my entrance. I lift my hips off the mattress, swallowing him into my groin. 
 
      
 
    The moment we connect is intense. Every muscle in my gut tenses and I watch as Jakob tucks his head to his chest, his eyes fluttering at the sensation. He groans as he begins to take me in a slow, gentle pace. 
 
      
 
    I clench against him, the walls of my pussy trapping him. I rock my hips hard against him, stealing from him everything he isn't giving me willingly. He thinks I'm fragile, that he'll break me. He doesn't seem to understand that with each stroke, he's putting me back together, he's restoring parts of me that were shattered when I showed up in this town, alone and afraid and out of options.  
 
      
 
    This man is saving me. And I want him to know how strong he makes me. 
 
      
 
    "Idiot me, Jakob," I beg. "Idiot me the way you want to. Please.” 
 
      
 
    I see his self-control break at my words. The monster inside of him tears free of his restraints. "You want me to forget you, Lily? Fine. I'll forget you.” 
 
      
 
    His large hands pin my hips to the bed. He rears back before he bears down on me, bruising my pussy with deep, rough strokes. I keen against him, wanting more, wanting it all. I cry out as he screws his cock into me, brutally, damagingly. 
 
      
 
    Pleasure spins inside of me, coiling tighter, growing hotter. Scalding heat races up my limbs, settling in my core as the orgasm begins to reek havoc in my body. 
 
      
 
    "Like that, Lily? That's how you want it?" he roars as he slams his pelvis into mine, his shaft ripping through my tight tunnel. 
 
      
 
    I'm too wound up to speak. I can't even nod as the orgasm capsizes me and sends me diving into an abyss of pleasure. My fingernails claw at his thick arms as I cling desperately to him. I'm devastated by pleasure when he croaks, telling me that he's coming, too. 
 
      
 
    He goes rigid above me, sweat dropping from his brow onto my chest as my sex takes him into the purest form of bliss.  
 
      
 
    And then, he falls lifeless into my arms, panting into the curve of my neck. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dawn crawls up the horizon, letting me know that it's time to face the day. 
 
      
 
    But — dang it — I don't want to. Why get out of bed when I've got Sunshine laying right here next to me? 
 
      
 
    Lily stirs. It's almost as if she feels the shift in my energy. Her eyes blink open and she squints against the light. 
 
      
 
    "Mmm. You're still here." She smiles, dimples and freckles and tooth gap and all. 
 
      
 
    "How'd you sleep? How's the baby?" I roll over and just as I'm about to swing my legs over the side of the bed, she throws her arms around me.  
 
      
 
    "Stay a little longer...please." She bats those eyes coquettishly and I'm a goner. 
 
      
 
    Chuckling, I scoot close to her and pull her tight against me. "You're full of mischief you know. And you're rubbing off on me." 
 
      
 
    She looks up at me, brushing hair out of her eyes. "Good. Everybody needs a little mischief in their life." 
 
      
 
    The woman makes me weak. I'm a big giant of a man with strong, workhorse muscles and a will of steel but the mere brush of her fingertips against me turns me into a powerless mass of flesh and bones. Why do I like it? Why do I like being under her spell, weak and vulnerable, out of control? 
 
      
 
    I nuzzle my face into her neck, breathing her in. "You smell like chocolate chip cookie dough," I mumble. "I have to keep reminding myself not to eat you up."  
 
      
 
    She giggles, burrowing herself deeper against me. "Oh you want to eat me up, you big, bad wolf?" she whispers. "Be my guest.” 
 
      
 
    With one swift movement, I flip her over onto her back. "Don't tempt me, woman! I've got fifty acres of land and dozens of animals out there, waiting for me to go tend to them. I can't afford to spend the day feasting on you!” 
 
      
 
    She teases me right back, spreading her legs and pulling my hand to her bare pussy. "I really don't think you should go to work on an empty stomach. Come have a little snack and start the day right.” 
 
      
 
    I growl, lowering myself between her thighs, but she squeezes her legs shut. "You're not the only one who's hungry, Jakob. I want to taste you, too." 
 
      
 
    Hearing those words from a woman like Lily would bring any man to his knees. Defenceless against the arousal churning it's way through my body, I rotate and lower my cock over her face. She groans, taking the throbbing shaft between her lips. 
 
      
 
    "Ah, idiot..." 
 
      
 
    When was the last time I felt a woman’s mouth on me like this? I can't even remember.  
 
      
 
    As she seals her lips around me and swirls her tongue along my rod, I bury my head in her valley, savoring the sweet taste of her desire. Holding her thighs apart I roll my tongue over her pudgy, little clit. She hums and groans as she works me with her warm mouth. Her fingers run along the sack of nerves hanging between my thighs. It feels so good that I have to stop eating her for a second just to enjoy the view. 
 
      
 
    It's a phenomenal view. Her blond hair spilling across my pillow, her wet mouth straining to take me all the way. I resume my feast with renewed fervor, spearing my tongue into her as I cup her rear and lift her body closer to me. But when I trap her clit between my teeth and rake along the sensitive flesh, she goes tense. Her head falls to the side, releasing my cock with a loud pop. She moans, opening her legs wider for me, arching her back as her fingers grasp at my thighs. She comes so hard. 
 
      
 
    I move beside her, taking her into my arms as the rush subsides. My toe is still solid but I want to hold her, soothe her as she recuperates. As soon as her body stops shivering, she turns to me. "I'm not done with you..." she whispers and she crawls down between my legs.  
 
      
 
    She pulls my cock between her lips, swirling her tongue around the tip and jerking me off with rough slides of her hands. Losing all control, I explode in her mouth, shooting my come down her throat. She swallows as much as she can, letting the rest slide down her chin. I've never seen a sexier visual. She smiles at me as I wipe off the excess with my fingers. The simple act of wiping my seed off of Lily's face has my cock twitching for action again but I will the sucker to stand down. I don't want to kill the woman. She's pregnant, after all.  
 
      
 
    Our sweaty bodies stick together as I pull her on top of me. We breathe calmly and in sync.  
 
      
 
    She draws her fingers back and forth across my chest. “You’re so good at that,” she whispers. “You must have had tons of practice.” She smirks. 
 
      
 
    I haven’t. In fact, it’s been years since I’ve had a woman’s body pressed up against mine. I guess that I just instinctively knows how to please her.  
 
      
 
    When I don’t answer, Lily’s face goes solemn. "You ever been in love, Grumps?” 
 
      
 
    The question seems to come out of nowhere, taking me off-guard. I grumble in response. 
 
      
 
    She pulls her head off my chest and watches me. I squirm in my own skin and she laughs. "I'll take that as a ‘yes’." Who was the lucky lady? D'you break her heart?” 
 
      
 
    The thought of Brittany Delaney seeps into my mind, poisoning my good mood. I never did a thing to hurt that girl. But she steamrolled my heart without a second thought. 
 
      
 
    The air is thick as Lily waits for my response. "Not at all," I mutter dryly. I feel my lips press into a flat line.  
 
      
 
    Naturally, my response doesn't satisfy her. She's such a nosy, little woman. "So what happened?" she questions innocently, totally unaware of the agony she's awakening deep in my soul. 
 
      
 
    "She moved away," is all I offer. My answer is misleadingly simple. Brittany didn't just move away. She took my whole world with her when she left. 
 
      
 
    Lily shifts away from me. "Something tells me there's more to the story." 
 
      
 
    I look at her and sigh roughly. “What exactly do you want to know, Lily?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything,” she says rising onto her elbows and looking down on me, “I want to know her name and what she was like. I want to know why you fell in love with her…and why it fell apart.” 
 
      
 
    The last thing I want to do on this beautiful new morning is to dig up the grave of hurts I buried all those years ago. I put Brittany and her deceptions behind me. I haven’t uttered her name in nearly seven years although I can’t say that I haven’t thought of her. I can’t say that my chest doesn’t ache every time she enters my mind. “I don’t know why you’d want to muck up this nice moment with talk of the devil.” 
 
      
 
    She’s fully seated now with her breasts on display, her legs crossed campfire-style and her belly spilling over in front of her. I love how comfortable she is in her own skin. Even though she's pregnant she doesn't have a complex about her body. And she's so beautiful with those womanly curves and those life-sustaining breasts. “We all have history, Jakob." She tilts her head to the side and watches me. "I’m trying to get to know you, that’s all.” 
 
      
 
    I remain tight-lipped, lying flat on my back with my hands cradling the back of my head. 
 
      
 
    She sighs. “Okay, I’ll start.” She immediately begins to twist her hands in her lap. “So, Trevor was my high school sweetheart.” The inflection in her voice tells me that a heaping dose of irony is sure to follow. “Things were actually great between us for a long time. We had a lot in common and we really supported each other in every way. But then, his career started taking off…Long story short, I started hinting at marriage a few months ago and a while later, I found an engagement ring sitting at the bottom of his sock drawer.” 
 
      
 
    My chest becomes incredibly tight as I listen to her speak. I just know this story isn’t going to end well. I can see it on her face. 
 
      
 
    Tears begin gathering in her eyes. “I could barely contain my excitement. I thought to myself, ‘This is it! We’re getting married.’ I guess I got too comfortable. Careless. Irresponsible. A few weeks later, I was pregnant and the ring was gone.” 
 
      
 
    She purses her lips and closes her eyes to fight back the tears.  
 
      
 
    “He wanted me to get an abortion. I refused. We fought about it for days. When I couldn’t take it anymore, I jumped in my car and drove out here to Reyfield…That day when I was crying and ran out into the barn? That was the day I got an email from him. He told me that the ring was never meant for me. It was a ring that he was holding on to for a friend who was planning to propose to his girlfriend.” Her shoulders shake as the hinges come loose and the tears come gushing out. “He never wanted to marry me…” 
 
      
 
    “Lily…” I sit up and pull her close to me, holding her head to my chest. I whisper her name again and again, comforting her as best I can. 
 
      
 
    She doesn’t allow herself to stew in self-pity for too long. She pulls away and looks at me, still wearing a hint of a smile despite her tears. “Okay,” she says, sniffling and pushing her tears away with her fingertips, “so whatever heartache your ex caused you, I’m sure it isn’t that bad now that you know what I’ve been through. Not that it’s a competition, of course.” She laughs. 
 
      
 
    My insides beg to differ.  
 
      
 
    The words spill out of my mouth. “She gave the baby up for adoption when she wasn’t even sure if it was mine or someone else’s.” 
 
      
 
    I feel like I just ripped my own lungs out. Why is it so hard to breathe right now? I loved that girl but she was any guy who’d give her the time of day. That baby could have been mine. But she didn’t care. She gave it up so she could move to Hollywood to be an actress. Her dream was to see her name in lights and she wasn’t going to let a baby get in the way of that.  
 
      
 
    Now, I’ll never know if the child was mine. I’ll never know if he’s happy and loved. If he’s bouncing around from foster home to foster home. That kind of thing messes with a man’s head. It keeps him from finding peace.  
 
      
 
    Lily cringes visibly her eyes wide, her mouth hanging open in shock as she watches me. “Jakob…oh my goodness…” 
 
      
 
    My heart feels so heavy, almost like it’s about to drop out the bottom of my ribcage. And now, Lily is crying all over again, except this time, her tears are for me. 
 
      
 
    “Shhh…” I say, “That was a long time ago.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispers, “I’m sorry for forcing you to talk about it. I had no idea it was that bad. I had no idea a woman could be so cruel.” 
 
      
 
    Oh, Brittany was cruel. So much more than cruel. She was cold-hearted and vicious and selfish beyond words. 
 
      
 
    Now that I’ve started emptying my soul, I can’t stop. I speak words to Lily that I’ve never uttered to another human being. “I was only 18 but I told her that I would love her whether that child was mine or not…That wasn’t good enough for her. Me and the farm and this tiny little suburb weren’t enough for her. She wanted Hollywood.” 
 
      
 
    Lily squeezes her arms around me as if she’ll never let go. She buries her face in my chest. “That is so horrible,” she whispers.  
 
      
 
    We were young but we could have made it work. I would have been a good father, I was willing, I was ready to make the necessary sacrifices for my child. I was willing to be a husband to Brittany, if that’s what she wanted. 
 
      
 
    But it wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    Instead, she gave the baby away. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Lily whispers again. 
 
      
 
    I brush her hair with my fingers. “Please don’t apologize, Lily. You’re nothing like her.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jakob sifts through the bed of sweet peppers, kneeling to pluck out the weeds. "These seedlings are coming in nicely," he mumbles contentedly, "I’m hoping for a good harvest in a few months.” I lean in and inspect the tiny buds, small and fragile but bursting with potential, kind of like this thing blossoming between Jakob and me. 
 
      
 
    I bask in the easy, relaxed energy he exudes as he goes about inspecting his crops. I've never been an outdoors girl. Six-inch stilettos and living mulch don't mix well. But it feels good when I'm out here with him. Sitting in the sun with the warm breeze beating my face and vegetation all around. I feel grounded and at ease. I'm not worrying about refilling my manicure or about the way my blouse drapes over my jeans. Heck, my socks don't even match today and I'm cool with that. There's something freeing about being around him. It's like I finally have permission to like myself the way I am without hiding under layers of designer clothes and skin-perfecting concealer. 
 
      
 
    I'm sitting in the dirt, bared-faced in denim coveralls. And I'm good. 
 
      
 
    Spending a lazy Wednesday afternoon in a vegetable garden with a modern day cowboy is exactly what I want to be doing right now. 
 
      
 
    "What are these plants over here?" I point at the patch of pale green shrubs with short, fragile stalks and rounded leaves right behind me. 
 
      
 
    "Eggplants," he tells me. "Those probably won't be ready to harvest until the end of summer. For now, they just need lots of patience and care." 
 
      
 
    Lots of patience and care. 
 
      
 
    I can relate. After the conversation we had this morning, I think we could both use some of that. We laid ourselves bare. We explored our past hurts. That wasn't easy, especially for a big bad cowboy like Jakob. I know that he isn't used to talking about what happened with his ex and the baby. Letting me in was a big deal for him. I respect that. I appreciate his trust. It makes me feel so much closer to him. 
 
      
 
    I want to keep the connection going. I crave it. So instead of going down to the riverbank with my journal while Mini takes her nap, I decided to hang out with Jakob in the fields today. 
 
      
 
    When I met him, I didn't expect to feel this way. Yes, I was attracted to him and I enjoyed getting under his skin. But the possibility of something taking form between us was just so unlikely. I feel differently now. How can I be falling for this guy when I'm carrying someone else’s child? 
 
      
 
    I shouldn’t feel this way. I shouldn’t love touching him and kissing him, always wanting more like a dog in heat. Every time he’s near me, my entire being screams, ‘yes’, ‘more’, ‘don't go’, ‘stay longer’. Don’t judge me — he’s a bearded farmer who plays the guitar and loves his grandmother. How am I supposed to resist that? 
 
      
 
    Jakob rises to his feet and stares down at me, his big body offering me shade. "You okay?" he asks tenderly, "you need to go inside and sit down?" 
 
      
 
    I smile, enjoying the way he fusses over me. "No, I'm good. I like being near you." 
 
      
 
    Something passes quickly over his eyes. It's an emotion I can't quite explain. Almost like it means a lot to hear me say that I enjoy spending time with him. He pulls the straw cowboy hat off of his head and settles it on mine. "Here. To keep the sun away." 
 
      
 
    I giggle, adjusting the rim over my ears. 
 
      
 
    One corner of his mouth curves up. "Howdy cowgirl," he teases, deepening his accent to a southwestern drawl. 
 
      
 
    "Howdy!" I wink. I rise to my feet and dust off my butt. 
 
      
 
    He looks at me like I'm the most precious thing. He tips my chin up and ducks under the rim with me to brush his lips over mine. When he pulls back, his eyes are scorching with lust. That's all it takes to set my blood on fire. 
 
      
 
    I pull the hat off, dropping it to the ground as I rise onto my toes and sling my arms around his neck. His mouth comes down on mine, moving with fervor and intensity. I groan, sliding my fingers under the hem of his shirt, up his strong back. Mmm...This is what a man feels like... 
 
      
 
    His muddy hands cradle my rear cheeks, holding me close to him. His pelvis thrusts against me. He's getting hard and my pussy tingles for his attention. We get lost in each other until we both run out of breath. 
 
      
 
    He presses his forehead to mine, chest rising and falling as his heart drums away. "Incredible. I always get so carried away with you." 
 
      
 
    My lips curve and I feel giddy. I like that. I do. But it also scares me because my body isn't the only thing getting carried away. My heart is too. I'm falling for him. And I don't know what it means. All I know is I can't get my heart broken while I'm carrying this baby. The pain would be unbearable. I need to know what I'm getting into. 
 
      
 
    I cup his cheek in my hand and look into his brown eyes. "Jakob, what are we doing here?" 
 
      
 
    I hate that I have to ask the question. I don't want to pressure him. I wish that I could just let things progress organically, follow their natural rhythm. But I'm not the only one I've got to look out for. 
 
      
 
    I've been immature. I've made assumptions that have turned my life upside down. I've taken actions without having a plan to see them through. I've relied on other people to take care of me when I should have been learning to take care of myself. It's time to grow up. I'm having a baby, for crying out loud. 
 
      
 
    And part of growing up is having awkward but necessary conversations. 
 
      
 
    He takes a clumsy step away, obviously taken aback by my question. "Lily..." 
 
      
 
    "No — we need to talk about this," I insist, feeling dutiful, "I have a baby growing inside of me. He's depending on me. I can’t be prancing around playing meaningless games. So, tell me — what are we doing here?” 
 
      
 
    Jakob's eyes go solemn and he looks off into the distance. "I don't know, okay? I don't know." 
 
      
 
    Not the response I was hoping for.  
 
      
 
    I sway slightly on my knees. But I won't let his indecision topple me. Be realistic, Lily. He just met you. And you're walking around with a belly full of responsibility. Of course he isn't falling all over himself to claim you. You're not exactly a catch. I know that he cares for me, but that isn’t necessarily enough. 
 
      
 
    Jakob's eyes turn back to me and they're filled with something that looks like fear and trepidation. "I haven't had a woman in my life in a long time and I haven't wanted one. And then you came along. And it's..." 
 
      
 
    I run my hand down my stomach. "Complicated?" 
 
      
 
    "Complicated..." He reaches out and locks his pinkie around mine, “…but good. Amazing. Confusing." 
 
      
 
    I feel my throat tighten up as I wonder how things would be different if we'd met under different circumstances...I immediately feel guilty for the thought. I love my baby. 
 
      
 
    "But Lily, what we have isn't meaningless," he says softly, "I just haven't figured out what it means yet." 
 
      
 
    I drop my head, ashamed as big, fat, pregnant-girl tears stream down my face. Harass these hormones. "Goodness, I'm a mess..." I laugh through my sniffles. 
 
      
 
    "You're not a mess," he tells me in a serious tone. "You're perfect." 
 
      
 
    He's the one who's perfect and kind and beneath all those layers of scar tissue and old hurts, he has the biggest heart. I could fall in love with him so easily. Any sane woman would. 
 
      
 
    He ducks his head so that our eyes catch. "Be patient with me." 
 
      
 
    I swing our joined hands back and forth. My brain is telling me to run, to get out so I don't get hurt. Trevor asked for my patience and I waited dutifully only to get my hopes and dreams shattered. I’d be a fool to make the same mistake again. 
 
      
 
    But my heart is telling me that maybe, just maybe Grumpy Jakob Wilkinson is the second chance I'm in need of. The two are at war and I can't in good conscience make him any promises. As much as I want him,  the baby's wellbeing is my priority.  
 
      
 
    "I’ve got to go. It’s time to test Mini’s blood sugar," I say as I disentangle our fingers. 
 
      
 
    "Lily..." 
 
      
 
    I take off on the path back toward the house. I don't look back. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I stare at the catastrophe sitting in the middle of the table. Lily claims that it's roasted chicken. What did that poor bird do to deserve such a fate? 
 
      
 
    It's just us tonight. Mini made a quick u-turn for her bedroom the moment she saw that strange-looking creature being yanked out of the oven. She's been looking a little green these days, to be honest, and she's been complaining about the prickly feeling in her feet. I need to set aside some money to take her to the doctor next week even if it burns a hole in my pocket. 
 
      
 
    Lily plops the mashed potatoes down in front of me, looking utterly exhausted. But there's something else too. Some of her spark is gone. Her eyes are dimmer, heavier. 
 
      
 
    You should have just told her, jerk. You should have told her how much you care about her. About the baby. 
 
      
 
    But I couldn't bring myself to say the words. They were right there on the tip of my tongue…And then Brittany flashed before my eyes and those words melted and turned acidic in my mouth. 
 
      
 
    The idea of a future with Lily scares me as much as it thrills me. 
 
      
 
    I want to be with her. 
 
      
 
    I want to go into town and buy a load of hangers so she can hang all those fancy, designer dresses in my closet. I want to put a bird feeder on the back porch so she can feed bread scraps to the bluejays every morning. I want to build her a gazebo where we can sit and drink hot cocoa in the fall while watching a yard full of our kids playing in the leaves. 
 
      
 
    I want her. There's no doubt about it. But what do I have to offer her that she can't find better elsewhere? 
 
      
 
    I keep trying to remind myself that Lily isn’t Brittany. Lily is kind and funny and caring. She’s curious and playful. And I can’t help but feel like she genuinely cares about me. Brittany was an opportunist who took advantage of my weaknesses and then left for greener pastures, not giving a idiot as she dragged my heart under her shoe. Still, I worry that opening myself completely again will just be a repeat of mistakes I’ve made before. 
 
      
 
    My eyes are on Lily as she grabs the curving knife and cuts into that roasted bird. She giggles softly with blonde tendrils falling over her brow as it becomes evident how undercooked the chicken is despite its burnt exterior. And god, she’s so beautiful. It brings a smile to my face. 
 
      
 
    I want to keep her forever. I want it so hard it makes my chest hurt. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jakob grips the handle above the passenger's side window as the rusty old truck barrels down the bumpy dirt lane. A flock of sheep scampers out of the way just in time. 
 
      
 
    He yelps over the sound of Johnny Cash filling the cabin. "Whoa, lady. Are you trying to give my livestock heart failure?" 
 
      
 
    "How do I slow it down? How do I slow it down?" I shriek, my knuckles numb from squeezing the wheel so hard. All I see up ahead is the river sprawling before us. 
 
      
 
    He yanks the steering wheel to the right and the vehicle veers violently. “Get your foot off the gas," he commands in a calm voice, “now, depress the brake pedal and the clutch." Centered firmly in survival mode, I do as I'm told. Thank goodness, we’re slowing down. “Now, clutch to the floor." Again I follow his instructions. The tires grate into the dirt on the edge of the river as the truck grinds to a rough, screeching stop. Dust and gravel pitch up all around. His hand settles over mine and moves to the gear pad. "Shift into neutral and take your foot off the clutch." 
 
      
 
    My heart continues to judder in my chest even though we’ve managed to stop safely. “Ready to try again?” he asks almost immediately. 
 
      
 
    I groan, shooting him a look. “Why are you making me do this?” 
 
      
 
    He’s much calmer than I am. “Because you don't have a car and if ever you need to run an errand with my truck or if there's an emergency with Mini, I need to make sure that you have practice driving a stick shift." 
 
      
 
    I'm sick to my stomach. I don't know if it's nerves or morning sickness or a combination of both but this isn't a good feeling. "My poor baby," I grumble as my heart rate begins to level out again, "his brains must be scrambled up in there." I caress my belly in soft circles. 
 
      
 
    Jakob's hand stretches across the gear shifter and settles on top of mine. "You think you've got a little boy in there?" His eyes twinkle with restrained excitement that gets my heart to pound all over again. 
 
      
 
    Moments like these light a spark in me, a spark of hope, an optimism that Jakob and I may be able to evolve into something more. A little over than a month ago, I hadn't even met this man yet and now he's here, sharing my excitement, listening to my worries, calming my fears. He's a bigger part of this baby's life than his own father is. It makes me care about Jakob even more, as if I needed another reason. 
 
      
 
    But we still haven't revisited the conversation we started the other day. He still hasn't told me what he wants out of this thing between us. I don't want press the issue. Nobody likes getting harassed by an annoying telemarketer or a desperate car salesman. I don't want to come across as a needy pregnant chick scouting for a daddy figure for her baby. If things are going to progress between us, it has to happen naturally. I can’t force it. 
 
      
 
    Still, I’ve been staying far away from his bed to avoid further complicating things. But, I’ll tell ya, it’s hard. Every night when he gets up from the dinner table, throwing me one last smoldering glance before heading up the stairs to his room, I just want to throw myself in his arms (in the most dramatic fashion possible) and  purr, “Take me with you…” I guess I’ve just got to appreciate the fact that he’s in my life, at all, and make the most of the time we spend together. 
 
      
 
    I smile at him. "I'm kind of hoping it's a boy." 
 
      
 
    "Boys rule!" He does a corny fist pump. I love seeing him silly and playful. It makes the big, gruff farmer all the more endearing. 
 
      
 
    "Did you grow up with brothers or sisters?" I giggle. I take his hand and put it back on my belly. I like having it there. 
 
      
 
    His eyes go cold and the joy withers out of his expression. "I have a brother, Zayn. He's a few years older." 
 
      
 
    If it were up to Jakob, that would be a dead end in our conversation, but I decide to push it just a little further. I want to get to know him. I'm curious about him, interested. "What was life like, growing up?" 
 
      
 
    He puffs out a heavy breath. "Not great, honestly." 
 
      
 
    "Care to elaborate?" I ask with a hitched brow. The look on his face borders on pained so I back down. "Y'know what? Never mind. I shouldn't pry," I say. I promised myself that I wouldn't pressure him. 
 
      
 
    But he looks into my eyes, and he pushes forward. "My childhood was a struggle. I grew up in Chicago. On the southeast side. My parents were junkies who'd spend their last dollar to get a hit even when their kids were hungry." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, Jakob..." I bring my fingers to the back of his neck and stroke him there. 
 
      
 
    He tilts his head and places a kiss on my wrist before continuing. "My brother was a little bully. He used to torment me for fun. Until the day I learned to punch back." He chuckles. "I broke his nose with my little fist. He didn't bug me from then on." 
 
      
 
    I titter lightly. "Good for you!" I hold up my hand for a high five and his palm cracks against mine. 
 
      
 
    His gaze becomes distant as he stares out the windshield. "We patched things up when we were teenagers. I was fourteen and he was about to turn sixteen. Our parents went completely awol. One of the neighbors reported it. We spent a couple of terrifying days in the system." He chokes on his own voice. "That's when Mini stepped in. She and Pops swooped in and saved us. We would have bounced around from foster home to foster home if it hadn't been for them." 
 
      
 
    "Ohmygod..." Now it all makes sense to me why Jakob is so protective of his grandmother, why he loves her as much as he does. "Did your parents ever come looking for you?" 
 
      
 
    He shakes his head. "Nope. I know that they're around. They weren't dead, the last I heard. But they never came looking for me. Or for Zayn." 
 
      
 
    It breaks my heart to hear that parents could just abandon their kids and never look back. The little one growing inside of me is no bigger than an apple and I can't imagine ever giving up on him. I may not have much to offer but my love is one thing my child will never be without. 
 
      
 
    Jakob glances over at me, eager to take the spotlight off of himself. "So, what's your story, Little Miss Sunshine? Did you grow up in a castle on the hill?" He smirks. "You look like you grew up in a castle on the hill." 
 
      
 
    I giggle, shaking my head. "I wish." I lean my skull back against the headrest. "Where do I even begin?" I gaze up at the vinyl headlining hanging off of the truck's ceiling. 
 
      
 
    "Anywhere you want," Jakob says softly. 
 
      
 
    I push out a breath. "Okay, my family's from a small town in Pennsylvania. My mother was a teacher. Young, beautiful and madly in love with one of her student's father. She says she did everything in her power to resist him when Grace was in her class but, like I said, it was a small town and they would run into each other often. Eventually, they started an affair. And she got pregnant. She was able to hide my paternity at the beginning, but by the time Faith got to her class, she couldn't hide it anymore. My sisters' mother found out that my mother was sleeping with her husband." 
 
      
 
    Jakob just watches me without saying anything. I can't tell what he's thinking and it's really hard to bare the intensity of his stare. The corners of my eyes begin to tickle the way they do right before the tears come. 
 
      
 
    "Grace and Faith's mom divorced my dad. My mother thought it meant that he'd live happily ever after with her. After all, she’d waited for him for years. He told her to be patient and when the time was right, they’d be together. But when his wife finally left him, he and my mom were anything but happy. I think they both just felt so guilty, so ashamed. Dad never lived with us. He and mom fought all the time when he came to visit. It was a disaster. When I was about seven, he left for good. He had a few other kids after that. I don't know anything about them. He and I don't really keep in touch." 
 
      
 
    Jakob threads his fingers through mine. I can't read his expression but his grip on me is tight. "What about your mom? How's your relationship with her?" 
 
      
 
    I sigh. "We try, she and I. We love each other so much. It's so difficult to have a meaningful conversation with her. She's in her own world most of the time. I don't think she ever forgave herself for being a home-wrecker.” 
 
      
 
    The tears run freely down my face now. 
 
      
 
    My head drops to my chest as my shame streams down in liquid torrents. "I was a mistake. If my parents had the chance to take it back, I wouldn't be here." My lips quiver violently as I speak. "Knowing that hurts so bad." I put both hands on my stomach as I weep. "I don't want this baby to feel like a mistake, too." 
 
      
 
    Jakob's hand cups my chin roughly. He jerks my face so that I'm looking straight at him. "Don't you ever say that," he growls leaning in to me. "You weren't a mistake. Neither is this baby...You two were made just for me." 
 
      
 
    I gasp, my heart swelling at his words. "You don't mean that. You can't. We aren't yours. You aren't responsible for us —" 
 
      
 
    He interrupts my rambling. “Shut up!" he commands. And then his lips seal against mine. He kisses me with an intensity that sucks the air out of my lungs and the insecurity out of my mind. Both of his rough hands cup my face and he kisses me like I'm his possession, his property. It feels so right when he takes me like this, when he owns me.  
 
      
 
    When we pull away, we're both breathless, hearts raw and open. Jakob turns the key in the ignition and the truck comes to life. We don't say a word to each other as the truck moves along the unpaved road back to the farmhouse. But the air is charged with everything. 
 
      
 
    Every promise, every secret, every hope for the future. 
 
      
 
    The air is charged with love. 
 
      
 
    You weren't a mistake. Neither is this baby...You two were made just for me. 
 
      
 
    If this is what it feels like to be claimed, to be owned, to belong to someone, I crave it. I want to be owned forever. By him. I'm willing to give this man every piece of me. 
 
      
 
    At the same time, the idea of being abandoned has never been scarier. What if he doesn’t mean it? What if he changes his mind? 
 
      
 
    But that night, I push aside my doubts. I go into his room and give my body to him. He idiots me slow with his lips on my skin and his fingers in my hair. I let go of my fear for just a little while.
  
 
    
  
 
    
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next evening, I lock the back door behind me as I kick off my boots and shrug out of my sweater. Lily steps away from the dishes she’s washing and welcomes me home with a kiss. 
 
      
 
    And harass…those lips. Where have those lips been all my life? 
 
      
 
    A beep emanates from the computer and she breaks away from me. She heads straight over to check her messages. Over her shoulder, I notice several new instant messages waiting on the screen. An irrational discomfort takes root in my bones as I wonder if any of those messages are from her ex. 
 
      
 
    My suspicions are confirmed when she drags the mouse this way and that, scrolling through her messages. “Trevor, you jerk-off…” she mutters. 
 
      
 
    Uneasiness scorches my stomach like acid at the mention of that jerk. We haven’t talked about where things stand with him but he’s been ghosting my thoughts since the day she moved into my house. Because I want her. And I need to know whether he'll be a problem. 
 
      
 
    "Twenty-three messages from him," she grumbles waving a hand in the air. "All of them in the past hour. After radio silence for weeks. He's finally ready to deal with me after ignoring me and our child for all this time. What a dipshoot!" 
 
      
 
    Mini's voice travels down the hallway. "Lily? Can you give me a hand, sweetheart?” 
 
      
 
    Lily tears her attention away from the screen. "I'm coming, Mini," she calls out before glancing at me. "Be right back." 
 
      
 
    She disappears down the hall to tend to my grandmother and the new messages keep pinging on the computer. 
 
      
 
    And I may be a mongrel for reading but I can't help myself. 
 
      
 
    TrevorBlack1993: Plz answer me. 
 
      
 
    TrevorBlack1993: I know ur upset about what I said. I know u don't want to have an abortion. But I think it’s the responsible thing to do. 
 
      
 
    TrevorBlack1993: Just come home. We can figure something out. 
 
      
 
    My blood sizzles in my veins. That jerk wants her to have an abortion. I still can’t believe it. No wonder she's worried that this baby will feel like a mistake. His  own father doesn't even want him to be born. 
 
      
 
    TrevorBlack1993: U can't have that baby in Reyfield. U can't make a life for urself out there. U probably won't even b able to find a job. Ur just gonna throw ur whole life away. Stop being stupid. COME HOME NOW, LILY!!! 
 
      
 
    TrevorBlack1993: I know ur pissed at me. But b reasonable. 
 
      
 
    TrevorBlack1993: babe… 
 
      
 
    My blood is full-on boiling at this point. I want to rip this guy a new one. But I have to play it cool because Lily is coming back into the kitchen, wheeling Mini in. The only thing keeping me together is the knowledge that last night, she was in my bed, in my arms. And tonight, that’s where she’ll be again. 
 
      
 
    "We're having leftovers tonight," she tells my grandmother. "Roasted potatoes and meatloaf from yesterday." 
 
      
 
    Mini smiles. "I don't think I told you last night but the meat loaf was good. And that gravy was delicious." 
 
      
 
    It lights up my heart to see Lily beaming as she grabs the food from the fridge and turns on the oven. "Well, I guess I'm not a total screw-up, huh?" 
 
      
 
    I come up behind her, bracing her by the shoulders and pressing my lips to the back of her head. "You're not a screw-up at all," I say, "you're perfect." 
 
      
 
    That jerk ex-boyfriend of hers couldn't see it but she's absolutely perfect. 
 
      
 
    Mini watches on with a hitched eyebrow. I slide my fingers down Lily's arms until our hands interlace. I throw Mini a wink and she grins approvingly. Lily catches the interaction and bursts into a fit of giggles. "You two are silly." 
 
      
 
    Lily and Mini make conversation about this and that over dinner, but I'm not really listening. All I'm thinking is, he wants her back, he wants her back, he wants her back. The pinging of the computer is continuous. Message after message. 
 
      
 
    I nearly capsize the whole kitchen table when Lily doesn’t come up to bed with me. Instead, she lingers in the kitchen, eyes glued to the computer screen. I know she's talking to that jerk and it makes my blood thicken with jealousy. I don't care that she's carrying his child. He doesn't deserve her. 
 
      
 
    He wants her back but phoo, I can't let him have her.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The moon shines in through the open curtains. I'm sitting in Jakob's bed, leaning my back against the headboard. His head rests on the pillow in my lap and his legs hang over the side. Another infomercial blares in the background as I run the nail file back and forth along his jagged nails.  
 
      
 
    My mind is racing as I think about the email that I saw in my inbox today after I deleted the pile of messages from Trevor and his pathetic rear. It was from Siobhan, my boss at Hectic Fashion Blog. She wants me to come back to work for her. Not just to fill my old position as an unpaid intern. She wants to make me an assistant-stylist. That’s a paid position. Apparently she’s dating some sugar daddy billionaire media mogul and he’s injecting a ton of cash into the blog. She’s dead-set on having me on her team. She told me that we need to talk and that she’d fly to wherever I am to make that happen. The money she’s offering me isn’t outrageous but I’d be able to get my own apartment and start buying essentials for the baby. I’d be able to start building a foundation. I’d be able to stand on my own two feet.  
 
      
 
    As much as I want to make things work with Jakob, he’s still holding back. He’s not ready to jump in with both feet and I totally respect that. But I can’t just wait idly by for him to make up his mind. There’s a baby on his way and I have to be ready. 
 
      
 
    The one lesson I learned loud and clear from this whole debacle with Trevor is that I need to be independent from now on. I can’t just sit back and let a man take care of me because any day, he could just wake up and decide to pull the rug from under my feet…while I’m holding a baby.  
 
      
 
    I unscrew the cap of the sweet-smelling cocoa butter sitting on the night table next to me. Using a finger, I scoop out some of the creamy moisturizer and smear it between my palms. I massage small circles into Jakob's damaged hands, applying light pressure. Those big hands are still as rough as ever. I smile to myself. Who am I kidding? I love them just the way they are. 
 
      
 
    And his hands aren’t the only things I love.  
 
      
 
    I love the way he rubs my feet after a long day, the way he laughs and refolds the fitted sheets every time I screw those up. He’s kind to me. And gentle. He holds my body close to his like there’s no place he’d rather be. He talks about the baby, about plans for the three of us. I think he wants a future with us. 
 
      
 
    But then again, I thought the same thing about Trevor. And look where that’s gotten me.  
 
      
 
    This is all so confusing. For the first time in my life, I feel like I’m finally standing in a place where I belong, where I fit in. But this time, I can’t afford to be wrong. I have a baby depending on me. That’s why I can’t put Siobhan’s offer out of my mind. 
 
      
 
    Jakob isn't normally a talkative man, but he's been extra quiet since he got back from the fields today. He hardly said a word at dinner and I don't even think he said good night to Mini before stomping up the stairs into his man cave. 
 
      
 
    "Are you okay?" I ask slathering another layer of balm onto his skin. "I feel like you've been giving me the silent treatment all night." 
 
      
 
    His stormy brown eyes blink up to me. His jaw ticks but he says nothing. He’s shutting me out.  
 
      
 
    "Hey, talk to me," I insist, playfully scratching his scruffy chin. "Tell me what's on your mind." 
 
      
 
    “It’s nothing,” he says, but his jaw is still tight and his muscles tense. 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes. “Not buying it, mister. Tell me what’s up. I won’t stop bugging you until you do.” I stick my tongue out at him and he shakes his head, laughing. 
 
      
 
    "I read the messages from your ex earlier,” he blurts out.  
 
      
 
    His confession surprises me. And I'm not happy about it at all. "You read my messages? Not cool, Jakob." I’m pissed. Heat rushes into my cheeks. I push him off of my lap. 
 
      
 
    I have nothing to hide. I’m done with Trevor, no question about it. But still I deserve the respect of not having Jakob reading my messages. 
 
      
 
    He reaches for me as I try to climb out of the bed, his long fingers sinking into my thigh. "Okay, calm down, Lily," he demands, but idiot him. He invaded my privacy. I feel violated right now. 
 
      
 
    "Get off of me," I say, trying to kick out of his grasp. But with little effort, he flips over and, a moment later, he's hovering above me, pinning my arms down. 
 
      
 
    "Listen to me, Lily," he says and there's a little glint of amusement in his eyes as I continue to fight him off. "Listen." 
 
      
 
    "You had no right..." 
 
      
 
    His lips skim over my neck and a ripple of pleasure skitters through my body, annoying me even further. I'm trying to be mad at him. The least my body can do is cooperate! But no — he nips at my flesh with his teeth and arousal hums down my spine. 
 
      
 
    "Lily..." he growls against my skin. "Don't get all worked up, Sunshine." He lifts my left leg and hooks it around his waist. Then, he does the same with my right. Now, his erection is nestled against my pussy.  
 
      
 
    The traitorous little jerk drools. 
 
      
 
    And he had to call me 'Sunshine' when I'm already trying so hard to stand my ground.  
 
      
 
    "You left the computer on. I was nearby. I took a peek." He makes it sound so innocent. 
 
      
 
    "You shouldn't have." 
 
      
 
    His kisses stop, his seduction on hold. He looks me dead in the eyes. "I had to know..." he says quietly. 
 
      
 
    "You had to know what?" I bark, ignoring the liquid pooling between my legs. 
 
      
 
    He humps my core in soft soft thrusts. Shame flickers in his eyes and he buries his face in my neck, licking and sucking me again. My nipples tighten for him. My skin shivers. 
 
      
 
    "I had to know if you still want him..." 
 
      
 
    My heart breaks a little hearing this big, strong man admit his insecurities. But at the same time, I'm mad, angry that he couldn't just be direct with me. 
 
      
 
    "Why didn't you just ask?" I hiss at him. 
 
      
 
    His head shoots up and his eyes crash into mine. It's like the idea never even crossed his mind. 
 
      
 
    I laugh. "You're ridiculous!" My hand latches onto the back of his neck and I pull him down on top of me, molding my lips to his. "No, I don't still want him.” I take a shaky breath, almost afraid to say, “I only want you." 
 
      
 
    He inhales sharply, too. "Good." 
 
      
 
    His fingers hook on the strap of my satin nightie and slides it down my arm. His lips trace a soft path across my skin. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry..." he whispers so quietly I almost don't hear it. 
 
      
 
    Now his lips dance across the swell of my breasts and he squeezes the soft globes, causing pleasure to roar through me. 
 
      
 
    "I forgive you..." I moan, keening, pressing my chest to his mouth. "Just promise me that you won't do it again.” He's pulling my panties down my legs now. And I'm trembling, so excited to feel his fingers and tongue exploring my pussy.  
 
      
 
    He doesn't answer me. He just kisses the inside of my thighs. The need for him to eat me grows more urgent. 
 
      
 
    "Jakob," I moan. 
 
      
 
    His tongue swipes across my swollen folds. The sensitive flesh comes to life. "Promise me you won't ever go back to him," he counters. 
 
      
 
    "Uh-uh. You first." Of course, I’d never go back to Trevor but I won't let Jakob win this fight so easily. 
 
      
 
    But he's stubborn. And possessive. And deep down, I love it. "This body is mine," he growls, licking into my core. "This pussy is mine. Do you understand me? Promise me you won’t go back to him.” 
 
      
 
    I bite the inside of my cheek and fight against my growing need for release. "You first." My voice is a wispy breath as he swirls his tongue around my clit, injecting two fingers into my heated core. I can’t bring myself to say the words. 
 
      
 
    "Lily. Promise me," he insists, curving his fingers and working my g-spot. Goodness, he's good at this. 
 
      
 
    The pressure builds inside of me as he strokes me and teases me with his mouth and his hands. I work my pussy against his face. 
 
      
 
    He holds my hips steady against his mouth and right before he assaults me with indescribable pleasure, he roars into my flesh one last time. "Promise me, Lily!" 
 
      
 
    The orgasm cracks me right down the middle and words come pouring out of my mouth. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll never go back to him. I’m yours! I promise! I promise!” 
 
      
 
    “Good…” he whispers, “‘Cause Lily, from this moment forward, you’re mine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m here! I’m here!” I call out from the bottom of the stairs as I step out of my tennis shoes. My feet are swollen as idiot and the staircase in front of me might as well be Mount Everest. I’m not looking forward to climbing it. 
 
      
 
    Grace appears at the top of the landing in her bathrobe and slippers. The bottom half of her hair hangs in huge barrel curls while the top half is still a messy pile on top of her head. But she looks gorgeous. I’ve never seen her in makeup before and even though she’s only wearing the palest shade of lipgloss and a bit of mascara, she’s stunning. “Oh, thank goodness you’re here!” She clasps a hand over her heart. “I was starting to freak out a bit.” She giggles nervously. 
 
      
 
    That’s an understatement. She texted me 12 times while Jakob was driving me over here. 
 
      
 
    I arrive at the top of the stairs and give myself a moment to recuperate from what felt like a long, arduous journey. “Are you gonna be okay, hun?” I pat her on the shoulder. The girl looks like she may need a tranquilizer to get through this night.  
 
      
 
    “Gah!” She shakes out her hands, wearing a big, anxious smile on her face. “I can’t believe I’m this worked up,” she says as we tiptoe past Sebastian’s nursery. “I keep reminding myself that this isn’t a first date. The guy’s already my husband. But that doesn’t seem to help.” 
 
      
 
    I follow her into the upstairs bathroom where her curling iron sits on the counter next to her tiny makeup bag. “It’s understandable that you’re nervous. You two have been fighting for months and now it finally looks like you might be able to patch things up. A lot is riding on tonight.” 
 
      
 
    She smiles at me, grateful that I get it. “I want him back…” she confesses softly, “I miss him. I miss the days when we were happy. And I want Sebastian to get his family back.” 
 
      
 
    I nod empathetically. I understand the feeling of wanting your kid to grow up with his dad around. Trevor has already shown me that he’s not the man for me and I’m totally cray-cray over Jakob, but I still wish that my child could have some kind of relationship with his biological father. Knowing that that won’t happen makes me feel like a failure, like I’ve let him down before he even makes his grand entrance into this world. 
 
      
 
    “Everything’s gonna work out,” I say with assurance as I think back to the man I met the other day. I have no doubt that Daniel Trotten is committed to putting his family back together. It was written all over his face the night I met him. “He loves you. I could see it when you two were together.” 
 
      
 
    Grace faces the mirror and blushes as she picks up the curling iron. “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “Really!” I tell her reflection as we lock eyes in the glass. I take the curling iron from her and roll a large section of hair around the hot barrel.  
 
      
 
    She blows out a heavy sigh. “I’m really glad that you’re here, Lily,” she says softly, “I’m glad that you came to find me and Faith when you landed in trouble.” 
 
      
 
    My chest constricts when I hear her say that. We had such a rocky start. I put a major burden on her when I showed up. I’m so so relieved that she’s warming up to me. 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy to be here. I spent my whole life wanting to meet you and Faith. I love being here. And I love this little town. I love the farm. And Mini…” 
 
      
 
    She fills in the blanks when my voice trails off. “And Jakob?” 
 
      
 
    My eyes move to hers in the mirror. With hesitancy, I say, “Yeah…I think I love him, too. And not in the ‘oh, he’s such a great boss’ way. I love him. I’m falling for him. Hard.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sweetie, that’s amazing. I’m so happy that he’s being good to you,” she breathes out, a genuine smile lighting her eyes. A sense of warmth washes over me when I see her like that. When I’d just come to town, all of her smiles were tight and forced, she was trying so hard to be polite. But right now, it feels real. I’m sharing a real moment with my sister. It means so much to me. 
 
      
 
    “He’s been so good to me,” I gush, “and to the baby. He said he wants to be with me, Grace. When he kisses me, it’s so amazing. It’s like turning up the brightness on your computer screen. Everything is clearer, more alive.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyebrows furrow. “Why do I sense that there’s a ‘but’ in there somewhere?” 
 
      
 
    I sigh as I pick up the final lock of hair and twist it around the iron. “It’s a little bit scary. I thought I could trust Trevor and he bolted on me the second that he didn’t like the direction that things were going. I can’t get hurt again. I wouldn’t be able to handle it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure that Jakob is nothing like Trevor,” she says comfortingly as she spins around to face me, “He seems like the kind of guy who’ll stand by his word.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, I know,” I say on a sigh. “I just need a sure thing. Especially since I’m pregnant.” 
 
      
 
    She nods thoughtfully. “I get where you’re coming from, but love is all about taking a risk, about betting on something that you can only hope is real and true. You’ve got to invest your heart if you’re ever going to find out whether you’ve struck gold or not.” 
 
      
 
    “But what if I’m wrong?” I ask, “What if it’s not love?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” she asks turning back to her reflection. She reapplies her lipstick, smacking her lips together. 
 
      
 
    I appraise her appearance. “You could definitely use some blush.” I grab a makeup sponge and a small compact from the makeup bag. “I got offered a promotion from my old boss,” I tell her as I apply the color to the apples of her cheeks. “I’d be getting paid. Finally. I’d be in the city and I’d be able to afford an apartment.” I sigh, my shoulders falling heavily. “I’d be able to take care of myself and the baby without relying on anyone.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes go wide as she understands my dilemma. Yes, I want Jakob. I want to be patient with him. But the clock is ticking in other areas of my life. The countdown to the baby’s birth is definitely on and this job offer is time-sensitive as well. “Oh honey, what are you gonna do?” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head. “I don’t know. My heart is telling me not to take the job. To stay here in Reyfield. With Jakob. It feels so good being with him. But at the same time, my head is reminding me that I got into this mess by putting blind faith in a man to begin with. I would have never imagined that Trevor would do this to me after all that we’ve been through.” 
 
      
 
    “But Jakob’s nothing like Trevor, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that…but at the same time, I don’t. A man is a man at the end of the day. That’s what my mom always used to say. Our dad promised her the world and then he bailed when his guilt got the best of him.” 
 
      
 
    “That was different….” I can tell that she doesn’t want to go into the topic of our parents. It’s still a touchy subject for us. As far as she’s concerned, my mother is the reason her childhood fell apart.  
 
      
 
    “Tell me what to do,” I beg, “please. I’m so confused.” 
 
      
 
    She eyes me sympathetically but as soon as she opens her mouth to answer me, her phone starts ringing in her bedroom. “I have to get that,” she says as she hurries out, “I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
    With my sister gone, I drop onto the toilet. My mind continues to race as I empty my pregnant-lady bladder. Can I make a life out here in the suburbs for me and my baby? Or is Trevor right that I should move back to the city? Getting back together with him is out of the question for me. Even if he came crawling back to me on his hands and knees, I wouldn’t want a thing to do with him. But that doesn’t mean that moving back to Philadelphia isn’t the right thing. As much as my mom and I don’t get along, she’d be thrilled to lend a hand taking care of the baby and Siobhan would be flexible with my schedule, I know it. But I can’t just ignore the way I feel about Jakob. I’ve never felt a deeper sense of belonging in my life. I can’t just walk away from that. 
 
      
 
    I’m still sitting on the toilet when Grace returns to the bathroom. “Oops!” I say impishly, “I totally got distracted and forgot you were coming back.” I wipe up quickly and flush the toilet. “Let’s finish getting you all dolled up.” 
 
      
 
    But when I look up at her, I see that her mascara is running. Her bottom lip trembles.  
 
      
 
    “Grace, what’s wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “Daniel cancelled,” she says on a long sniffle, “He had to work. He chose work over family. Again.” 
 
      
 
    Forgetting completely about washing my hands or even pulling up my dang pants, I pull her into my arms. “Oh honey, I’m so sorry.” 
 
      
 
    She whimpers against my shoulder. “But I’m done waiting, Lily. I’m done waiting for him to take this marriage seriously.” 
 
      
 
    As I watch her falling apart, a new thread of doubt begins weaving its way through my stomach. If a man as committed-looking as Daniel can bail on his wife’s last ditch effort to save their marriage then what is stopping Jakob from wrecking my heart? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I slam the calculator down on the kitchen table and my empty coffee cup rattles loudly. Staring out at the cows grazing in the pasture, I pull on my hair in frustration. Every 30 days, it's the same scenario, only worse. The bills show up all at once but the money to pay them always comes up short. 
 
      
 
    I'm falling deeper and deeper into debt and with Mini's health getting worse, I expect that the bills will just keep on piling. She can't even walk anymore. She's completely confined to her wheelchair. The only thing keeping her from plunging into absolute misery is having Lily's company every day. 
 
      
 
    Lily... 
 
      
 
    She's the ray of sunshine who showed up here and made things just a little bit brighter.  I need her so badly. I’m terrified of what will become of me if she ever leaves. I can’t let that happen. I’ve got to give her a reason to stay.  
 
      
 
    She says she’s mine and I want to believe her. I want to believe that she truly wants to be with me as much as I want to be with her. I want to be her rock, the person she can rely on. I know that she has fears and insecurities. She’s concerned about the baby and his future. But I want her to know that I’ll be here for both of them. We’re a team.  
 
      
 
    A family. 
 
      
 
    And as the head of this family, it’s my duty to provide financially. But as I sit here, looking at this stack of bills and bank statements, I don’t know how the heck I’m gonna pull this off. 
 
      
 
    But she’s worth it. I’m going to find a way. Just watch me. 
 
      
 
    Yes, there’s that niggling voice at the back of my head, constantly reminding me that I wasn’t enough for Brittany. I couldn’t make her stay. She took off with the baby and never looked back. That voice tells me I’m a fool to believe that Lily will settle for a small life on a small farm in the long run. She’s a city girl at heart. She always will be. And I can barely afford the electricity bill. I have nothing to offer her to make her stay. It's stupid of me to hope that my calloused hands and my busted-up heart can be enough. 
 
      
 
    I smother that doubtful voice down. I’m not giving her up so easy. I just have to figure out how to make these numbers work. I’ve got to find a way. 
 
      
 
    Things will be different with Lily. I’ll do everything in my power to make her happy, to make her want to be here on this farm. 
 
      
 
    I grab at the bills sitting on the table. With a loud roar, I tear them in half and toss them to the floor. 
 
      
 
    I’m about to lose my farm but that hardly matters. My main concern is making sure that I don’t lose my Sunshine, too. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mini and I are sitting on the porch. I watch in contented silence as she transforms a roll of yarn into yet another beautiful blanket for the baby. 
 
      
 
    "I wish I could do that..." I sigh. 
 
      
 
    Mini smiles without looking up. "I'd be glad to teach you, dear." 
 
      
 
    My eyebrows furrow. "Goodness, I feel like you've already taught me so much. About cooking and doing the laundry and how to take care of a household. I feel like the only thing I know about being a woman is how to put together a cute outfit." 
 
      
 
    “Don’t underestimate the importance of a cute outfit,” she laughs. “Style and grace are qualities you either have or you don't. All the rest are easy to learn." 
 
      
 
    What she's saying does make me feel a bit better but I still feel like I missed out. I wish I had had a normal upbringing and I'd learned the skills I'd need to ‘adult’ successfully. But my mother failed epically at life and instead of trying again, she gave up, she resigned herself to a subpar existence. I don't want to follow in her footsteps. In thirty years when my kid is telling his kids about me, I want him to say that I was strong and tenacious and that I fought so that he could have a better life than I did. 
 
      
 
    I've done so much messing up already. I just want to give him a reason to be proud. 
 
      
 
    A red convertible Audi pulls onto the dirt lane and comes bounding toward the house. I lean forward in my seat, peering out at the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    Is that Siobhan? Ohmygod, it's Siobhan! 
 
      
 
    The car comes to a stop right near the porch and my boss — ex-boss — steps out looking like she's got a front row seat in the hottest show at New York Fashion Week. 
 
      
 
    Is she wearing a bra top? Yup, she's wearing a bra top with a pencil skirt, four-inch pumps and a Balenciaga purse. On a farm. 
 
      
 
    "Who's Ms. Fancy?" Mini mumbles under her breath as Siobhan pulls off her sunglasses and sticks them in her jet black, waist-length hair. Shading her eyes with her hands, she squints up at the porch. 
 
      
 
    "Well well well. Lily Monroe in work boots and ill-fitted flannel. I think I just got shat on by a flying pig." 
 
      
 
    I laugh as I rise to my feet and descend the stairs, meeting her halfway up the path. "What are you doing here?" I ask, pulling her in for a hug. 
 
      
 
    She squeezes me back, swaying me from side to side. She must have really missed me because she usually goes for those aloof, too-cool Parisian-style air kisses. "I told you I'd come to you," she says looping her arm through mine and continuing her procession up to the front porch, "Did you think I was joking?" 
 
      
 
    I didn't actually expect her to show up here. Reyfield isn't one of the fashion capitals of the world. 
 
      
 
    "You look fabulous," I tell her and she smirks knowingly. After working with her for as long as I did, throwing compliments her way comes naturally to me. Fly a kite is the only language she responds to and the only currency she accepts. "How did you even find this place?" I laugh. 
 
      
 
    She rolls her eyes. "I almost had to strangle my GPS because he did not want to tell me how to get here." Her eyes fall to my belly. "Wait — you're showing!" She rubs a hand over my belly, her face beaming with excitement. 
 
      
 
    I grin at her. "I'm showing!" I call out to Mini as we climb the stairs. "Mini, this is Siobhan. I worked for her online magazine in Philadelphia." I turn to Siobhan. "This is my homegirl, Mini." I flash Mini a wink and she chuckles under her breath but she seems much more guarded than usual and I don't know why. 
 
      
 
    "It's lovely to meet you," Siobhan says in a gracious tone as she and Mini shake hands. 
 
      
 
    Mini just nods and smiles with her eagle eyes peeled to the newcomer's every movement. 
 
      
 
    "This really is a lovely place," Siobhan says as her eyes flutter around the open pastures and cultivated fields. "Relaxing. Earthy." 
 
      
 
    "It is," I agree, "Fifty acres." 
 
      
 
    Siobhan whistles under her breath. "Is it all cultivated?" 
 
      
 
    "Not all of it," I respond. "Let me find you some sneakers and we'll go for a walk. You've got to see the river. And the cabin in the meadow.” 
 
      
 
    I disappear into the house and quickly return with my cross-trainers. I find Siobhan totally absorbed in taking selfies while Mini rolls her eyes discreetly int the background. I try not to laugh. Siobhan kicks off her pumps and slides into my sneakers. We excuse ourselves and Mini watches us as we move along the trail leading to the fields. The conversation immediately turns to business. 
 
      
 
    And I'm not surprised. I know that she didn't drive all the way out here to talk about crop-rotation and organic fertilization techniques. 
 
      
 
    "So, I need you to come back with me," she announces. 
 
      
 
    "Siobhan —" 
 
      
 
    "Okay, before you start listing off all the reasons why you don't want to, hear me out. The blog is moving into print. We're going to have a physical magazine." 
 
      
 
    “Oh my goodness! That's so exciting!" 
 
      
 
    Siobhan catches me up on all that's happened at the blog since my departure. Apparently, Hectic has merged with a media company that is moving some of its most profitable assets into print. It's an opportunity that's unheard of in a world where every other competitor is sticking to digital to cut back on costs. But the media group has deep pockets (not to mention that the owner of the media group is smitten with Siobhan) and doesn't mind experimenting with something that goes against the grain. Especially since their market research shows that it's the way to go. 
 
      
 
    "Lily — I need you," she stresses. "You're my right-hand man. I can't do this without you. Please. Please come back with me. I'm freaking out.” I’m surprised to hear her say that after all the time that I spent in my thankless, unpaid intern position. 
 
      
 
    I feel a bit dizzy. I need to get out of the sun so I grab Siobhan by the arm and step into the shade offered by the barn. 
 
      
 
    I lean against the planked wall. "Hun, I'm really happy for you, but I can’t just up and leave. I need some time to think about it." I touch a hand to my belly. 
 
      
 
    "I'll make it worth your while financially." Her offer is so tempting. This decision should be easy. 
 
      
 
    But my mind goes to Jakob. This thing that's growing between us is more meaningful than any relationship I've ever had. We have a connection unlike anything I've ever experienced. I don't want to give that up. Even if I don’t quite know where it’s going. "It's not just about the money," I say quietly. 
 
      
 
    She scoffs. "You think you can make a life out here for this baby? What will you be able to offer it? There's nothing here for you." She spits up histrionically and goes absolutely crazy when a mosquito sticks to her bold red lipstick. 
 
      
 
    Just then, Jakob rounds the corner in his cowboy hat and an olive green shirt unbuttoned down the front. Siobhan stops her freakout session for long enough to devour him with her big brown eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Well, hello there." 
 
      
 
    Jakob inspects her with a narrowed gaze and a suspicious expression. 
 
      
 
    "Siobhan — this is Jakob, he owns the farm. Jakob, Siobhan was my boss in Philadelphia." 
 
      
 
    She reaches for his hand but he holds up his dirt-stained palms to her. "Wouldn't want to mess up your nice manicure," he says bitterly before he dips into the barn, slamming the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    Goodness, he's so sulky sometimes. 
 
      
 
    His brush-off doesn't seem to sting Siobhan, though. She fans herself. "Well...guess who's watching cowboy porn tonight? This girl!" She lifts a hand at the confession. 
 
      
 
    I chortle, grabbing her by the arm. We continue our stroll down to the water. "Focus, Siobhan." 
 
      
 
    "Right. As I was saying, you can't build a life for your kid out here. But if you take this job with me, I'll make sure you have everything you need. Medical. Dental. A good school district. All those things that mothers care about for whatever reason. Please, hun.” She pulls a bound document out of her purse and hands it to me. I read the cover page. Hectic Fashion Magazine and Blog : Employee Benefits Package. 
 
      
 
    Oh my gosh, she’s not kidding me about this. I flip through the pages, scanning the literature quickly. 
 
      
 
    I sigh. "I'll think about it, okay?" 
 
      
 
    She claps her hands together. "I knew you'd say ‘yes’." 
 
      
 
    "I didn't say ‘yes’," I laugh, "I said I'll think about it." 
 
      
 
    She shrugs a shoulder then aims a camera out at the river. "A girl can only hope." She angles her body toward the water and holds her camera in front of her for a selfie. "Dang, I’m getting some good shots out here!"


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 35 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lily sits on the bed next to me, flipping through some thick-rear document that her snooty-rear friend gave her when she was here this afternoon.  
 
      
 
    Hectic Fashion Magazine and Blog : Employee Benefits Package 
 
      
 
    “Oh my goodness,” she coos. “Free onsite daycare facilities. Free annual optometrist visits. Free after-school sporting activities. These kinds of benefits are unheard of in the blogging world. This is just crazy.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t say a thing. I just keep my eyes focused on the infomercial on the TV screen.  I knew that Siobhan lady was trouble the minute I saw her with her high-fashion clothes and her ridiculously expensive car. She swooped into town and dropped this opportunity into Lily’s lap. And how am I supposed to compete with that? 
 
      
 
    Seeing the excitement on Lily’s face is killing me. She wants to leave. She wants to go back to Philadelphia and take this fashion magazine job. Deep down, I know that it’s an amazing opportunity for her and it’s in the best interests of the baby, but selfishly, I want to keep her. I wish this fashion editor woman had never shown up here.  
 
      
 
    “Wow! Look at the offices!” Lily gushes, shoving the document my way. A picture of a modern-looking workspace glares up at me, taunting me, reminding me that I spend most of my days in a pig pen, surrounded by mud and hog trash. 
 
      
 
    Yeah, this decision won’t be tough at all for her. I feel like I’ve already lost her. 
 
      
 
    “And look at that! Look at the size of the staff kitchen! And there’s a rec room—” 
 
      
 
    I can’t take anymore of this. “Why don’t ya just start packing your bags, Lily?!” 
 
      
 
    Her page-flipping stops and she turns to look at me. “What’s your problem?” 
 
      
 
    “I know you want to leave, Lily,” I snarl, “you want to hop on the next bus out of this town and run back to the city. So just do it.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes narrow. “I’m not going back to the city, Jakob. I’m not going anywhere. I’ve made up my mind. I’m staying here. With you. Can’t I just admire the information  in this brochure without you jumping to conclusions about my intentions?” 
 
      
 
    “You want to go,” I spit out. “It’s written all over your face.” 
 
      
 
    She lifts a brow. “No — I want to stay here. Like I told you.” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head defiantly. “Follow your heart. Don’t let your guilt hold you back,” I say sarcastically. “Heck, while you’re at it, why don’t you call old Trevor to come pick you up?” I switch off the TV with the remote control and flop down onto my stomach. 
 
      
 
    Her tongue runs over her lips. She looks like she’s going to cry. “Why are you doing this, Jakob? What are you so afraid of? Stop kidding me. Let’s be real for a minute.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t answer. I just lie there, staring at the pattern on the sheets. 
 
      
 
    She climbs out of the bed, taking her document with her. I feel her eyes on me, hot and penetrating. “We both know what this is about.” Her voice shakes. “But I’m not Brittany. I’m nothing like her.” 
 
      
 
    I should apologize. I should pull her back into bed and admit to her just how afraid I am to lose her and the baby. But I don’t do that. Instead, I let her walk out with tears running down her face.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kim seems taken aback when she steps into the ultrasound room and Jakob isn’t sitting beside me. After the fight we had last night, I refused his offer to take me to my doctor’s appointment today. I love him but I won’t have him hurling reckless accusations at me. So, I’m here with Faith, getting ready to see my little munchkin again, this time, in living color. 
 
      
 
    Okay, I admit it — Siobhan’s job offer is tempting. Very tempting. But I have values. Firstly, I believe in loyalty and in keeping your word. That’s something I take very seriously. Secondly, I believe in family. And I believe that family trumps money and opportunity any day. So yes, I’m turning down this job offer because building a family is way more important to me. 
 
      
 
    Kim looks at me and smiles warmly. “I see that your husband couldn’t make it today?” There’s a subtle note of disappointment in her tone. Looks like the lab tech has a little crush on my cranky farmer. I can’t even blame her. 
 
      
 
    I give her a small smile. “No, he couldn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Aww,” she says as she sets up her equipment for the 3D ultrasound, “he had to work, didn’t he?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I say in a tight voice, hoping to keep the conversation from going any further. 
 
      
 
    Faith gives me a quick, sympathetic glance before coming to my rescue. “Well, Aunty Faith is here to meet my little niece or nephew for the first time and I can’t wait a minute longer. Let’s see that ultrasound!” 
 
      
 
    Kim laughs and gets busy, squeezing the gel onto my belly and running the wand across my skin. “Today, we’re gonna try and determine the baby’s sex and then I’m gonna take a quick peek at the internal organs. And then, you’ll be all good to go.” Before long, my little one comes into view. Lying on his back, just chilling out with his thumb in his mouth. 
 
      
 
    Faith clutches her chest and coos. Tears come to her eyes as she squeezes my hand. “Oh my goodness. Oh my goodness. That’s the cutest little alien I’ve ever seen.” 
 
      
 
    I laugh. “How dare you! Do you see that face? That’s the face of a future heartbreaker!” Just then, the baby rolls over and faces us, wearing the most adorable grimace I’ve ever seen. 
 
      
 
    “You know I only mean that in the nicest possible way.” Faith laughs. “That baby is impossibly cute.” 
 
      
 
    I look eagerly to Kim. “Can we find out the sex?” 
 
      
 
    She gives me a smile. “It looks like you’re having a boy!” 
 
      
 
    Faith and I both squeal, holding hands tightly. “Oh my goodness. You’ve got to name him Rutherford. He looks like a Rutherford.” 
 
      
 
    I laugh. “No way I’m naming my kid Rutherford. Save that name for your babies.” 
 
      
 
    She turns up her nose. “I’ve told you — I’m not doing the whole ‘having kids’ thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you’ll change your mind soon enough.” I turn to Kim. “I’d bet that women come in here all the time saying, ‘I never wanted to have a baby, but now that I’m pregnant, I’ve never been happier!’ Right, Kim?” 
 
      
 
    But her eyes don’t turn to me. And her bright, pearly smile doesn’t spread wide across her face. Instead, it’s worry on her brow and fear in her eyes as she leans closer to the screen. 
 
      
 
    Panic rushes into my blood. “What is it?” I ask anxiously, as I sit up. “What’s wrong?” 
 
      
 
    She hurries to the telephone sitting on the corner table next to her desktop, picks up the receiver and hits a few buttons. “We need to get the doctor in here,” she demands. “Right now!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 37 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The screen door rattles loudly right as it swings open. Lily steps out onto the porch with a blanket wrapped tight around her shoulders.  
 
      
 
    “Hey, aren't you coming to bed? I've been waiting in your room for half an hour." 
 
      
 
    I sit on the wooden steps and keep gazing out at the fireflies. "Not really tired. I'm just gonna sit out here for a while." 
 
      
 
    Her eyes linger on me for a long stretch. I can feel them. The air is heavy with all the questions she wants to ask. I'm pushing her away and she can feel it. But I don't have a choice. I'm too weak to do things differently.  
 
      
 
    I'm in love with her. Head over heels. 
 
      
 
    But I’ve come to accept the truth — there’s nothing here on this farm, in this town, for her and the baby. Eventually, she'll realize that and I won't be able to give her a reason to stay. Her friend showing up here the other day — in her flashy sports car with her high-fashion outfit — just reinforced that for me. 
 
      
 
    So why drag this out? Why prolong the inevitable? A girl like Lily wasn't made for a place like Reyfield, for a man like me. She belongs in a big city with a man who owns a condo and a stock portfolio. I was fooling myself when I convinced myself otherwise.  
 
      
 
    Yes, I feel like a jerk for the way I talked to her the other day. I was rude and mean. I hated seeing her cry. I messed up. I should apologize. But I can’t even bring myself to face her. It hurts too bad.  
 
      
 
    "Should I wait up?" she asks finally. 
 
      
 
    I don't look at her. I just stick a blade of hay into the corner of my mouth. "Nah. Go to bed." 
 
      
 
    I can almost hear her heart breaking in the silence. I may be a selfish mongrel for doing this to her but I know that girls like her don't stay. She's too good for Reyfield. Too good for me. 
 
      
 
    I learned this lesson once. The hard way. 
 
      
 
    She shuffles her feet, stepping back into the house. And the screen door rattles as it closes behind her.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 38 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The best of the 70s blares through the pub. Sammie and her husband appear to be beating Isla and her fiancé at an ultra competitive game of darts. Meanwhile, Faith and her man are on the dance floor making out and slow humping the heck out of each other, giving zero idiots about the fact that they’re creeping out the other patrons of Flynn and Murray's Irish Pub. 
 
      
 
    This is how the good folks of Reyfield get down on a Saturday night.  
 
      
 
    I sit alone at the bar sipping on club soda and feeling out of place. Just when I thought I’d found my spot in life, I realize that once again, I was wrong.  
 
      
 
    “Oh Jakob…” I mutter into my drink.  
 
      
 
    Something has changed between us since that fight we had the other night. I thought we had been growing closer. But now I'm starting to wonder if that was just wishful thinking on my part. I mean, did I really expect him to fall for me? As if relationships weren't complicated enough on their own, I'm carrying another man's child.  
 
      
 
    Maybe he had a pregnant woman fantasy or a stretch mark fetish for a minute. But whatever it was, it's waning now and he's drawing away from me. 
 
      
 
    He hasn't invited me into his bed in three nights now and he keeps his distance from me at the dinner table. I’ve felt too wounded to bring it up. What am I supposed to say anyway? "Hey Jakob, I know that I'm a gestating whale but aren't you interested in seeing me naked anymore?" 
 
      
 
    Pregnant ladies begging for sex? That’s not a thing. 
 
      
 
    I’ve wanted so badly to tell him about what the doctor saw on the ultrasound but I can’t bring myself to do it. My baby has a heart defect. I’m terrified and sad. I lie in my bed at night, caressing my belly and crying. The doctor is suggesting heart surgery. He said that we can wait until the baby is born or we can perform the procedure in utero. He listed off a bunch of pros and cons. How do I make this decision? I hardly understand a thing that he said because I was so knotted up with anxiety.  
 
      
 
    How am I supposed to pay for this surgery? How am I supposed to work and care for a sick child?  
 
      
 
    How am I supposed to face this alone? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Things between Jakob and me have fallen apart and even if they hadn’t, I would never expect him to take on the responsibility of a sick child that isn’t even his. I can’t depend on him. I can’t depend on anybody. I’m in this on my own. 
 
      
 
    I’ve got to figure it out. I’ve got a little person in my belly who’s depending on me. So tonight is my night off and I'm here at Flynn and Murray's, drinking soda water alone in between pee breaks and stressing the heck out. 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I see a figure lean on the counter next to me. "Hey Lily." 
 
      
 
    I glance over and find myself staring into Daniel’s face. I still haven't gotten over how handsome my brother-in-law is. Too bad he’s obviously a toe. 
 
      
 
    Oh, you couldn’t honor your commitment to take your wife on a date but here you are at the bar on a Saturday night. 
 
      
 
    "Hey." I say uninterestedly, eyes straight ahead. I don’t know the guy but after the pain I saw on Grace’s face when he stood her up last week, I’m not interested in getting to know him. 
 
      
 
    “Enjoying your Saturday night?” he asks as he stumbles onto the stool next to me. 
 
      
 
    Eyes straight ahead. “Yup.” 
 
      
 
    He sort of chuckles when I don’t add anything else. “I'm not having a good time. I’m actually just heading out."  
 
      
 
    “Mmm…” 
 
      
 
    He leans close and lowers his voice. “Can I tell you a secret?” I lift a shoulder and let it slump back down, not really caring what he’s about to say. “I only came because I thought I might see Grace tonight." 
 
      
 
    My eyes shoot over to him and narrow in on his face but I don’t say a thing. 
 
      
 
    He sort of chuckles. “Don’t act to so surprised. I know I came across as a bad guy because I had to cancel on her at the last minute but I really did want to take her to the theatre that night.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you should have taken her to the theatre that night,” I state simply. I have a hard time imagining what client or project was important enough to keep this man from his wife when she agreed to give him the second chance he claims that he’s so desperate for. 
 
      
 
    “Idiot — I can’t believe I hurt her again…” he mutters woefully, “She won’t even take my calls now…She wouldn’t talk to me when I went to drop of Sebastian the other day…” The faint scent of beer on his breath wafts over to me. “I’m a jerk.”  
 
      
 
    I glance over at him. He looks haggard and sleep-deprived. He shoves his hands into his messy brown hair then drags his fingers down his face looking absolutely dejected. Yes, he’s handsome but he looks miserable and tired. 
 
      
 
    “I keep messing up when she needs me…” 
 
      
 
    I glare at him. “You say it like it’s something you have no control over. Like you have no choice but to disappoint her.” 
 
      
 
    He shakes his head. “I know it looks one way from the outside but there are things that have happened between me and my wife. Things nobody knows about. Things we haven’t shared with anyone. Things that were eating away at us.” My eyes soften on him. “I just want to move past this hard part and get back to the part where she loved me.” 
 
      
 
    I glance around at Grace’s group of friends. Isla’s eyes are on me and I suddenly feel really uncomfortable, like I’m intruding on my sister’s privacy. “Are you sure you should be telling me this?” 
 
      
 
    Daniel seems to snap back to himself, staggering back a little. “You’re right,” he says. “I don’t know what I was thinking.” He mumbles an apology as he slips into his jacket. “Sorry for putting you on the spot…” He raps his knuckles against the counter. “Yeah well, I might as well leave. I have a long walk home since Keeland snatched my car keys once I got to my fourth beer.” He chuckles. 
 
      
 
    He’s about to head for the door when I stop him. “Daniel — wait.” 
 
      
 
    He turns to look at me.  
 
      
 
    “How is it that a man can clearly be in love with a woman and still just phoo all up?” 
 
      
 
    He sighs. “Loving someone is scary, Lily. Truly putting yourself out there and leaving yourself vulnerable. The prospect of having it all fall apart after you’ve invested yourself completely into a relationship, that’s scary…Even for a big, strong man.” He flexes his muscled arms in jest. I laugh softly. 
 
      
 
    Well, I can relate to that. I understand how terrifying it is to give your heart to someone and not know what they’re going to do with it. That’s how I feel about Jakob and, on some level, I think that’s how he feels about me too.  
 
      
 
    My heart fills with sadness. Not just for myself and Jakob, but for Daniel and Grace, too. “For what it’s worth, I’m rooting for you…” I can’t help it. He’s a charming guy. And puppy dog eyes look good on him. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think it's too late for us?” he asks in a desperate tone. “Have I completely messed up?" 
 
      
 
    I don’t know enough about their relationship to throw in my two cents and I definitely don’t want to make things worse by saying the wrong thing. “With the state of my love life, I really am the last person who should be giving an opinion on other people's relationships." 
 
      
 
    Curiosity crinkles his brow. ”What's the state of your love life?" 
 
      
 
    I cringe as I take stock of my life. "I'm pregnant by the biggest douche in the Western Hemisphere —" 
 
      
 
    He interrupts me. "That's a pretty big title. I know a few candidates in the running." He points both thumbs at his own chest. 
 
      
 
    I laugh. "No, my baby daddy is Lord of the Douches." I assure him. 
 
      
 
    Accepting defeat, he shrugs.  
 
      
 
    “He’s not interested in being a father right now, but what if this kid turns out to be some prodigy or a genius down the line? How do I know Trevor won’t pop up then?” 
 
      
 
    Daniel nods, instantly understanding my concern. 
 
      
 
    I continue my griping. “And I just found out that my baby is sick…” 
 
      
 
    His face goes solemn. “I’m so sorry, Lily. I am.” 
 
      
 
    Nodding, I fend off my tears. “Meanwhile, I'm in love with another man who shuts out the world and seemingly has no access to his emotions.” I sigh heavily. 
 
      
 
    “Who? Wilkinson?" he chuckles bitterly. 
 
      
 
    Surprise shoots through me. I cock a brow. “How do you know about—?" 
 
      
 
    He lifts his shoulder with a grin. “This is Reyfield. Word travels fast around here.” 
 
      
 
    I give him a weak smile. 
 
      
 
    “Can I make a suggestion?” he says. “And, I’m a lawyer by the way. Not just some drunk guy talking trash at a bar." He smiles, holding out a hand defensively in front of him. 
 
      
 
    I laugh. “What’s your suggestion?” I ask, taking the bait. 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you get married?” he slurs. 
 
      
 
    Both of my eyebrows dart up. “Get married?” 
 
      
 
    He nods confidently. “Get married.” 
 
      
 
    “To who?” I ask incredulously.  
 
      
 
    His eyes narrow in on me like he thinks I’m stupid. “To Wilkinson, silly.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, did you not hear the part where I told you that he’s been shutting me out?” I ask sarcastically. I rotate my swollen ankles, hoping to relieve some of the soreness. “And what would that accomplish anyway?” 
 
      
 
    "Illinois law states that when a married woman gives birth to a child, her husband is automatically presumed to be that child’s father. No questions asked. The child’s biological father would then have a heck of an uphill battle rebutting the presumption of paternity. With a sick baby, the last thing you need is your ‘Lord of the Douches’ baby daddy coming and sniffing around, just adding stress to an already stressful condition.” 
 
      
 
    I let the information roll around in my head. In an ideal world, it would be the perfect solution for me…Then again, in an ideal world, I wouldn’t be in this situation to begin with. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for the inventive solution, Daniel. But I really don't see that as an option.” I bring my glass to my lips and take a sip of my soda water. 
 
      
 
    He teeters off of his chair, angling toward the door. “Heck, what do I know? I’m drunk and depressed right now. I’d better get going before I give any more terrible legal advice. Good night, Lily. And good luck.” 
 
      
 
    I watch him as he staggers away. “Good night and good luck to you too, Daniel.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 39 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday drags on without Lily around. And Sunday is no better.  
 
      
 
    I'm irritable and moody. Mini and I ended up having an argument about the way I was packing the milk bottles into my truck. Usually when she bugs me about the way I run the farm, I let it slide off my shoulders. She's just a bored old lady with nothing to do but nag. I know that she means well. It's just that, yesterday, I kind of lost it. 
 
      
 
    Now, she won't look at me or talk to me. And I deserve it. I'm angsty about Lily and I took it out on my grandmother. Basically, I've pissed off the two women who mean everything to me.  
 
      
 
    Yup — I deserve the silent treatment.  
 
      
 
    The groan of the screen door alerts me that someone is here. I peep out the side window and see Faith's car pull back onto the main road. That means that Lily’s here. I work quickly to set breakfast out on the table. Mushroom and spinach fritatta. Whole grain toast. Orange juice. 
 
      
 
    A few seconds later, I hear light, tentative footsteps entering the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    "Morning," Lily says quietly. She props a bag of fresh clothes and personal effects on the back of a chair. 
 
      
 
    I turn to face her and she's radiant. Her hair falls in tight shiny curls around her dimpled cheeks. Her eyes shine like sunlight reflecting off of a lake in summer. Her stomach has grown noticeably since I saw her on Saturday morning. It strains against the chunky knit of her sweater. I really want to touch it. I want to hold her and kiss her and tell her I was thinking about her all weekend. But I don’t. 
 
      
 
    "How ya doing?" I say casually, throwing a kitchen towel over my shoulder. My heart is tripping. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes smile even though they look kind of sad. "I'm fine. Did you get to enjoy some of the sunshine yesterday? They're saying it's going to rain this afternoon.” I hate the faux-glee in her inflection. I hate the reserve in her body language. 
 
      
 
    This sucks. 
 
      
 
    I want this woman in my arms, in my bed but now we've resorted to small talk. We're talking about the weather when I want to be telling her that I love her and I need her in my life. 
 
      
 
    I nod. "Yup. I enjoyed the sunshine."  
 
      
 
    A loaded silence hangs above us. It’s almost as if she has something to say. She looks like she has the weight of the world on her shoulders. What is it, Lily? Tell me what’s on your mind? Instead, I allow the silence to stretch out until she expels a long sigh. "I'm going to go get Mini ready for breakfast," she says glancing at the table. 
 
      
 
    Guilt and sadness lodge themselves in my throat as I watch her, shoulders slumped, as she walks away.  
 
      
 
    Am I being selfish by keeping my distance from her? I can tell that she's hurting. But we both know it's inevitable. She'll leave soon enough. It might be in a few months before the baby is born. It might be before he starts school. We both know that she won't stay here on this farm. So it's best for us both if we stop letting ourselves fall. 
 
      
 
    But why does it feel like I've already hit the ground and I'm broken and bleeding. 
 
      
 
    Dying. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 40 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There's something wrong with me.  
 
      
 
    I'm not quite sure what it is. But it's something that makes men have second thoughts. One minute they're hinting at forever. The next minute, they're pushing me away.  
 
      
 
    It happened with Trevor. And now it's happening with Jakob.  
 
      
 
    It’s a flaw I inherited from my mother. My father was so wild for her that he couldn't keep his hands to himself even though he was a married man. Then when the path was clear for them to be together, he walked away.  
 
      
 
    Apparently, I'm just as unlovable as she was. 
 
      
 
    But I'm strong. That's one thing I have going for me. That's one thing I can hold onto and even Jakob and his rejection can't take it away. 
 
      
 
    I neatly fold the blankets that Mini knitted for the baby and I tuck them into my duffel bag. She cried when I told her that I wouldn’t be coming back next week. It broke my heart. But I have to leave. For the baby’s sake. I have to take the job at Hectic. It’s my only hope of being able to give him the healthcare he needs. 
 
      
 
    Jakob’s eyes were vacant and his face was blank yesterday when I told him I’d be going back to Philadelphia. He thanked me for having taken care of Mini over the past few weeks, but that was it. He acted like we’d never been anything at all. I ached inside. I just wanted him to hold me. To give me one last kiss for the road. But he didn’t. 
 
      
 
    So, I’m going to take Siobhan’s offer. Maybe she’s right. Maybe I belong in Philadelphia. Working at Hectic. Trying to make it on my own as a single mother. 
 
      
 
    Maybe that’s what I should be doing. 
 
      
 
    I sling my bag over my shoulder and take one final look at the paisley-sheeted bed, the frilly window curtains, the faded varnish on the wooden dresser. Silently, I say goodbye. 
 
      
 
    My hand is on the doorknob when I feel it turning on the other side. I take as step back as the door rushes open. Jakob stands in the doorframe with his chest heaving and sweat dripping down his forehead, damp t-shirt clinging to his carved torso.  
 
      
 
    My heart trips at the sight. He ran here. He wanted to see me before I leave. 
 
      
 
    His big hands grip my shoulders and the words tumble out of his mouth. “Stay. Please, Lily. Don’t leave me. Stay.” 
 
      
 
    “Jakob…” My whole being flutters from wanting him, from hearing those words. Oh goodness, I love him so much. But I have to leave. For the baby’s sake. 
 
      
 
    “Lily,” he groans. “I’m sorry. I was a jerk to you and I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pushed you away. I don’t want you to go. I need you here with me.” 
 
      
 
    He looks so broken, so desperate. On the inside, I feel the same. But this isn’t just about me and him anymore. 
 
      
 
    I steel myself, cradling my belly in my hand. I want to tell him about the baby’s heart condition, I want him to understand that I’m not leaving because I don’t care about him. But if I tell him the truth, he’ll beg me to stay, he’ll make it his responsibility to solve my problem. I can’t let that happen. I don’t want this baby and me to burden him any further. 
 
      
 
    I straighten my spine and look him in the eye. “I love you, Jakob…” I whisper and I see his eyes light up at my words. “…but I’m sorry. I can’t stay.” 
 
      
 
    Every atom of my being mourns as I grip my bag strap and walk out the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 41 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m sitting on the porch in the old rocking chair, staring out into the darkness. Every now and then, a car will drive by and I’ll see its headlights illuminating the distance and its engine will rumble on into the night.  
 
      
 
    But no one turns onto the muddy path down toward the lonely farmhouse. Nobody comes to bring her back. Lily’s gone and she’s not coming back. 
 
      
 
    Just like Brittany Delaney.  
 
      
 
    And it hurts like idiot to know that I’ll never get to kiss those chatty, pink lips again or hold her close to me as we watch infomercials in the wee hours of the morning. I’ll never hold that baby or hear him cry in the middle of the night. 
 
      
 
    He’ll never know how much this sad, lonely farmer loved his mother. 
 
      
 
    Mini’s wheelchair rolls up to the screen.  
 
      
 
    “Hey…” I stand and open the door, helping her wheel down the newly-installed ramp, onto the porch. 
 
      
 
    She looks at me with kind eyes. “Hey…” 
 
      
 
    “It’s way past your bedtime,” I say with a weak chuckle as I settle back into my seat. 
 
      
 
    She shoos me off with her wrist. “Don’t you start with me!” She’s so sassy. This feisty old broad is all that’s keeping me together. Her and this farm. 
 
      
 
    We fall into an easy silence, one we’ve shared so many times over the course of my life. I watch the fireflies lighting up the sky and I can’t help but think about Lily’s eyes and how they effortlessly outshine those tiny creatures. A heaving sigh rushes past my lips. 
 
      
 
    Mini reaches over and taps my hand. “I miss her, too,” she says knowingly, “but I imagine not nearly as much as you do.” 
 
      
 
    I maintain my aloof façade. “Don’t worry about it. I’m gonna go into town tomorrow and print out some new flyers at the library. You’ll have a new caregiver in no time.” I force a smile to the surface. 
 
      
 
    Her pitying gaze falls on me. “And who’s gonna take care of you?” 
 
      
 
    Her words stab me straight in the feels. True, I hired Lily to look after my grandmother but she found a way to take care of me. And I took care of her. In our own little corner of the world, tucked away from everyone else, we were healing each other. 
 
      
 
    But that wasn’t enough for her. I allowed myself to get tangled in her web of softness and light and beauty. And now that she’s taken those things away from me, I don’t even recognize myself anymore. 
 
      
 
    Before, she came here, I was short-tempered and irritable. A peevish, old grouch as Mini would say. But at least it was familiar. I was used to it. But now that Lily has sprinkled her fairy-dust magic all over me before disappearing from my life, I’m lost. I’m drowning in my own misery. 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t have let her go,” Mini says, “She was good for you. And you were good for her.” 
 
      
 
    I scoff. “You’re wrong. I wasn’t good for her. I didn’t have anything to offer her.” 
 
      
 
    She squints at me under the thick frames of her glasses. “You had your heart.” 
 
      
 
    “What heart?” I counter, trying not to roll my eyes. “You’re mistaken, old lady.” 
 
      
 
    Mini ignores me. She just keeps on talking. “I’d never seen you as happy as you were with her.” 
 
      
 
    I’m silent, staring out into the black, hopeless night.   
 
      
 
    “You’re beating yourself up. I can see it. You’re just going to beat yourself over it for the rest of your days…You shouldn’t have let her go.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you want me to do, Mini!” I yell. “She wanted to leave! She probably wanted to go back to her fancy job and make up with the baby’s father and I didn’t have a good enough reason to make her stay! There’s nothing here for a city girl like her!” 
 
      
 
    Mini falls quiet, her lips tight with frustration. After a long, moment of edgy silence, she speaks. “Help me back inside, please.” 
 
      
 
    Self-reproach weighs heavily on my shoulders yet again. I shouldn’t have yelled at her. Especially since I know that, deep down, she only wants to see me happy. And she’s right. 
 
      
 
    About everything. 
 
      
 
    As always. 
 
      
 
    I stand and wheel her chair up the ramp and down the hall into her room. I help her get into bed. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry…” I mumble feebly, as I hover at the foot of her bed. 
 
      
 
    She just pulls her blanket around her body and rolls onto her side, refusing to look at me. 
 
      
 
    I turn toward the door. I’m becoming an expert at hurting the people I care about. Not exactly a badge I wear with pride.  
 
      
 
    Mini speaks as I step over the threshold. “I didn’t raise you rich. I didn’t raise you to be a genius. But I did raise you to be a man. And a man doesn’t sit by and wallow when the woman he loves up and walks away from him. A man fights.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t turn back or acknowledge her words. But I hear them loud and clear. 
 
      
 
    Without saying a thing, I close the door softly behind me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 42 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m so thrilled that you’re here,” Siobhan says pulling me under her arm and guiding me through the renovated warehouse that now houses Hectic and a bunch of other small fashion and lifestyle blogs.  
 
      
 
    The place is a zoo.  
 
      
 
    This isn’t what it looked like in the brochure. Dozens of people mill around, each looking busier than the next. Siobhan introduces me to a girl about my age standing by a printer that’s erratically spitting out paper. An older woman in a sharp suit sits in an executive chair behind a glass wall that overlooks the whole room. She’s definitely the Miranda Priestly of the whole operation. Siobhan moves me to the far end of the warehouse. There are racks of designer clothing lining the walls and an obscene array of shoes littering the floor. Two college-aged interns move around quickly and efficiently, attempting to make sense of the mess. A short guy with purple bangs and matching vinyl pants drapes a swath of fabric over a model who stands butt-naked in the middle of the chaos like it’s the most natural thing in the world.  
 
      
 
    “Robbie,” Siobhan calls out, “this is Lily!” 
 
      
 
    The man waves her off. “Yes, yes, sweetheart. Put her to work!” He ties the scarf around the model’s waif-like body, trying to strategically cover her nipples and her vagina. 
 
      
 
    Good lord – welcome back to the fashion world, Lily. 
 
      
 
    Months ago, I would have killed for this opportunity but right now, this feels like the last place I want to be. I silently remind myself of why I’m here. I’m doing this for the baby. I’m doing this for the baby. I’m doing this for the baby. 
 
      
 
    “Rob is the fashion editor. I’m his boss –-” she lifts her voice “—but by the way he talks to me, you’d never guess it.” 
 
      
 
    Rob turns to her and gives her an exaggerated wink over his shoulder. Her eyes roll into her head but she grins anyway. 
 
      
 
    That’s when Rob’s gaze falls on me for the first time. And that’s when I notice that his contact lenses are purple, too. This guy is committed to his color coordination. He scans me from top to bottom and he dramatically drops everything he’s doing. 
 
      
 
    “Well dang, girlie – you’re about ready to pop!” 
 
      
 
    Now, I feel self-conscious. “I’m only halfway along. I’ve still got a few weeks to go.” 
 
      
 
    He doesn’t say anything. He only whistles under his breath before turning back to his naked human mannequin.  
 
      
 
    “It’s that time of the month,” Siobhan says loudly, tipping her chin in Rob’s direction. 
 
      
 
    He sticks out his tongue. 
 
      
 
    “Anyway,” Siobhan says. “You’ll work here.” She motions to one chair at the end of the table. A half-eaten donut sits on a napkin, spilling its jelly all over my new work station. She must notice the apprehension on my face. “We’ve adopted an open-concept work environment,” she says apologetically. 
 
      
 
    Perfect! Ten square feet of open space all to myself. I try not to look ungrateful. Siobhan is doing me a favor. This is a great opportunity for me and the baby. 
 
      
 
    But I just can’t help but think about the wide open fields and the clean air on Jakob’s farm. The fresh salads and meats we’d enjoy for lunch. The warmth of his big hands stealing handfuls of my rear throughout the day. 
 
      
 
    Okay – enough, Lily. You’re not allowed to torture yourself. You’re supposed to be excited about this. 
 
      
 
    A few months ago, I would have been excited – before I went to Reyfield, before I met that grumpy old farmer and fell into his bed – this would have been a dream come true for me. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine,” I breathe out. “It’s great.” 
 
      
 
    Siobhan taps me on the shoulder. “It’ll take a little time to fall into the flow of things but once you do, you’ll love it. I promise.” 
 
      
 
    “Honey, come over her and help me hold this girl’s belly in place,” Rob calls out as he unrolls a strip of double-sided tape. He’s still struggling to get that scarf to drape just right over that poor model’s body. 
 
      
 
    Siobhan hurries over, sticking strips of tape to the model’s skin as Rob fixes the fabric just right. 
 
      
 
    This is my life right now. Siobhan’s right. I just need some time to fall back into the groove. I’ll be fine. I’ll adjust. Right? 
 
      
 
    And just as I’m sinking into my seat, I feel something in my belly. 
 
      
 
    It’s a flutter on the right side. I freeze, my hand flying to my stomach. And right then, the movement stops. I hold still, waiting…waiting… 
 
      
 
    And there it is again. That persistent little flutter. 
 
      
 
    He’s kicking. My baby’s kicking. 
 
      
 
    My eyes shoot up, looking for someone to share the moment with. Everybody in the room is engrossed in robing that poor human statute in that thin swath of clothing. 
 
      
 
    Nobody sees me. Nobody even remembers that I’m here. 
 
      
 
    Tears come to my eyes. They’re tears of joy. I think.  
 
      
 
    And I find myself wishing that Jakob was here, with his big rough hand cupping my stomach, as life grows inside of me. Too bad that isn’t going to happen. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 43 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I hit the bell and when the door starts to swing open, my heart rate picks up. I half-expect her to be standing there in those silky bubblegum pajamas and a yawn pushing past her soft pink lips. 
 
      
 
    But it's Grace on the other side of the door. 
 
      
 
    And don't get me wrong, she's a beautiful woman but right now she looks like she got hit by a train of hurt. Her eyes are red-rimmed and her lashes wet with hastily wiped tears. She wears leggings with a huge Wayne State University t-shirt that swallows up her petite frame. Must be her husband's. Lily mentioned that she kicked him out. I never liked the guy. I'm sure he deserved it. But it sucks to see Grace crying. 
 
      
 
    I'm going to mind my own business, though. I'm not a therapist. I'm just here to deliver the milk. 
 
      
 
    "Morning Grace," I say, my tone flat. 
 
      
 
    "Morning." Her voice is as broken as the rest of her. She wipes her tear-stricken cheeks with the back of her hand and pushes her tousled hair from her face. 
 
      
 
    I stretch two glass bottles out to her. "Here's your milk." 
 
      
 
    She tries to smile but it seems to take too much effort. "Thanks," she croaks, taking the bottles from my hands. "Give me a second to get my purse." She disappears into the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    My conscience pokes at me. She's in pain. She could probably use a friend. And I know how draining it is to lug around a broken heart. But at the same time, I don't stick my nose into people's business. I keep to myself. 
 
      
 
    Grace is a customer. Not a friend. 
 
      
 
    Still, there's a tiny voice in my head reminding me that she’s the sister of the woman I love, the woman I'm aching for. That's got to count for something. 
 
      
 
    I observe her as she trudges back to the door and drops a few dollar bills in my hand. "Thank you," I mumble. 
 
      
 
    Our eyes hold for a fraction of a second and although I recognize the hurt in her gaze, although I understand it, I turn on my heel, heading back toward my truck. 
 
      
 
    I'm not gonna meddle I'm not gonna meddle I'm not gonna meddle 
 
      
 
    But my conscience won't shut up. It keeps nagging me to say something — anything. To acknowledge her suffering so that she won't feel so miserably alone. 
 
      
 
    It's the humane thing to do. 
 
      
 
    It's what Lily would do. 
 
      
 
    I pivot on my heel just as she's closing the door. "Grace?" 
 
      
 
    She looks at me where I'm standing at the bottom of the front steps. "Yes?" 
 
      
 
    My chest rises on my deep inhale. I shouldn't be meddling. "Are you okay?" 
 
      
 
    There's that weak smile again. "I will be...eventually." Her eyes brighten just a touch. It makes me feel a little better inside. "Thanks for asking," she says. 
 
      
 
    I turn away again and I'm yanking open the truck door when I hear her say, "She asked about you..." 
 
      
 
    My heart stops and drops into my gut. My whole world screeches to a stop. My eyes shift back to Grace. She takes a step onto the porch. 
 
      
 
    "I spoke to Lily a few days ago and she asked about you." My chest burns. Why is it so hard to breathe? "I can tell she misses you as much as you miss her, Jakob." 
 
      
 
    I want to lie. I want to tell Grace that she's wrong, that Lily was just an employee. But my heart is too weak to lie. 
 
      
 
    "I do miss her a whole lot." As the words slip past my lips, I'm helpless to stop them. 
 
      
 
    Grace's expression fills with compassion and understanding. "Come in. I just made some coffee." She motions toward me with her hand. 
 
      
 
    I hesitate. I don't fraternize with my customers. I don't fraternize with my customers. 
 
      
 
    "I really need to get going." I dig into my pocket for my keys. 
 
      
 
    "Jakob, come in." Grace wears Lily's hardheaded expression. 
 
      
 
    I sigh roughly. “Grace, please don’t do this…” 
 
      
 
    “Come in,” she insists. 
 
      
 
    I stand my ground. “Lily made her choice. She wanted to go back to her fashion blog job. She probably got back together with her ex-boyfriend and they’re living in some  hipster condo in some gentrified part of the city.” 
 
      
 
    She shakes her head incredulously at me. “You have no freakin’ clue what you’re talking about, do you? There’s so much more to the story.” 
 
      
 
    I stare at her blankly. 
 
      
 
    She folds her arms across her chest and eyes me challengingly. “You’re going to come in here and talk to me, Jakob Wilkinson.” 
 
      
 
    I chuff, shaking my head in awe. These pint-sized Monroe women have mastered the art of tenacity. 
 
      
 
    I find myself climbing the stairs. Before long, I'm sitting at the kitchen table with a warm mug between my hands. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, Jakob," Grace says, "let's figure out how you’re going to win my sister back." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 44 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hun, I'm gonna need you to lose the shirt." 
 
      
 
    I glance over at Rob and roll my eyes without even trying to hide it. He gives me a shameless grin as the man in front of us reaches for the hem of his shirt and starts undoing the buttons. 
 
      
 
    This is starting to feel a little porn-y. Especially with the Marvin Gaye song playing on loop in the background. I'd say that “Let's Get It On” is a tad suggestive for the current situation. But I'm the only one in the room who seems to mind. 
 
      
 
    I turn to Siobhan, hoping that she’ll talk reason to Rob. But I should know better. “Yes,” she agrees as she flips through the model's thick, colorful portfolio. He's been in all the big magazines over the past few months and he dominated the catwalk during Fashion Week. Any layperson can see why — the guy is incredible-looking. "Sell us the fantasy, babe. Make us want that wrist watch. Make us crave that wrist watch," she says breathily. She wears a completely straight face and aside from the string of drool clinging to her bottom lip, she comes across as a complete professional. 
 
      
 
    Not a sneaky, little predator who’s enjoying the chance to objectify the tall, lean tower of testosterone standing before us. 
 
      
 
    I kick her under the table and she picks up her glass of ice water, bringing it to her lips to hide her devious smile. 
 
      
 
    Jason Cruz on the other hand carries himself with utter professionalism. It's to be expected, though. He's a top pick of Swag Model's men's division and one of the best paid male models in the world. He's accustomed to having mere mortals salivating over his stone-carved physique. 
 
      
 
    He shrugs his shirt off of his shoulders before undoing the top button of his fly and striking a pose that would inspire Leonardo DaVinci. 
 
      
 
    Rob's gasp echoes through the room. One look at this guy's body and Siobhan is choking on her ice water. 
 
      
 
    Yeh, yeh. I get it. He's hot. But we've spent all morning auditioning models for a luxury watch photo shoot that we're doing next week. Can we just pick someone and get it over with? 
 
      
 
    "Jason, can we have your comp card?" I ask impatiently, "We'll give your agency a call if we need you." 
 
      
 
    He hands me a glossy piece of paper covered with his headshot and a few editorial shots along with his measurements and contact information. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you," I say as I accept it. 
 
      
 
    He gives me a smile...It's meant to set my panties on fire. 
 
      
 
    Oh honey, my bladder is so close to exploding right now that those flames wouldn't stand a chance. 
 
      
 
    He says his goodbyes and turns toward the door, giving us a view of his muscular back, narrow waist and tight rear as he goes. 
 
      
 
    Shameless, I tell you. 
 
      
 
    I can almost smell the smoke billowing from Siobhan and Rob's loins but me, I'm dead on the inside. It will take a lot more than a half-naked male model to ignite the part of me that froze over when my heart crumbled in Jakob's hands. 
 
      
 
    The only thing that's keeping me going is the knowledge that I have a life growing inside of me, a child who will be here soon, who will need diapers and blankets and love. A child who will need heart surgery. If it wasn't for my baby, I'd be curled up in the fetal position right now, lamenting over my wounds. But I've got to keep going. Single mommas don't get to feel sorry for themselves. 
 
      
 
    I push away from the table, stretching my legs. 
 
      
 
    "Just where do you think you're going?" Rob asks in that snarky way of his. 
 
      
 
    I glance at the clock on the wall. "It's lunch time my friend, and I am eating for two." 
 
      
 
    "Sit. Sit," Siobhan insists, gesturing dramatically with her slender hand. 
 
      
 
    I dance in place. "I really need to go to the bathroom." 
 
      
 
    She gives me placating eyes. "I think we only have one more. Then we'll go to Gilbert's and I’ll watch you eat taco-style loaded potatoes. My treat." 
 
      
 
    My stomach rumbles. "Now, you're just playing dirty, Siobhan." She grins victoriously as I plop back into the chair. The truth is, she had me at 'my treat'. Every penny counts and I'm trying to save as much as I can before this baby comes. 
 
      
 
    I spin around in my chair and reach for some of the snacks sitting on the window sill behind the table where we're sitting. I'm dying for loaded potatoes. With cheese. And refried beans. And salsa. Yeh, lots of cheese. And those salty, spicy, vinegary peppers. (What are they called?) But this dry, crumby granola bar will have to do for now. 
 
      
 
    "Send in the last model,"  Rob barks at one of the interns and a second later, I hear footsteps approaching. 
 
      
 
    I take a bite of my snack bar and feel crumbs tumbling down my chin and into my cleavage. Awesome! I think as I reach for a napkin and try to brush the mess away. 
 
      
 
    When I spin my chair around, my mouth drops open as a huge man in an olive green shirt and a big old cowboy hat approaches us. 
 
      
 
    "Well, good morning," Rob growls, cat claws swiping through the air. "Who are you?" 
 
      
 
    Siobhan grins slyly. "This is Jakob Wilkinson. He doesn't have a modelling agent but when he reached out to me and expressed that he wanted to participate in the casting, I couldn't refuse." 
 
      
 
    My throat caves in on itself, my palms go damp and I feel all those hormone-fuelled emotions stinging at my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Jakob is here. He's standing right here. 
 
      
 
    My system struggles to compute that tiny bit of information. I thought I'd never see him again. I was trying to make peace with that fact. I was trying to focus on the baby and put him out of my mind. 
 
      
 
    Why is he standing here? 
 
      
 
    Siobhan's voice cuts through my thoughts. "Now take off your shirt, sir!” she commands with a predatory glint on her face. 
 
      
 
    Jakob starts to protest. "Well, I didn't actually come here to audition —" 
 
      
 
    Siobhan becomes stern. “Look, mister — this was part of our deal. If you want the opportunity to be here right now, the shirt has got to go!" 
 
      
 
    Rob pounds his fists into the table rhythmically.  "Take it off! Take it off!" he hoots. 
 
      
 
    Jakob chuckles under his breath, his eyes locked on me. My heart beats double-time as he peels off his cowboy hat and sets it on the table in front of me. He reaches for the hem of his shirt and begins working on the buttons. My nipples grow tighter with each button that gets undone. My mouth is so dry that my tongue is about to cause rug burns on my palate. I can't think of any words to say as he frees himself of the shirt, letting it flutter to the ground. 
 
      
 
    He leans down over me, both of his hands pressed flat on the table. "So, what do you think, miss? Do you think I’ve got a shot?" he says in a growl. My pussy clenches violently as his heat and musk encapsulate me. 
 
      
 
    I'm vaguely aware of Siobhan pushing a confused and protesting Rob toward the door. "Sweetie, we're gonna go grab lunch. We'll let you decide what to do with this sexy cowboy. And I’m assuming you’ll need the rest of the day off. You’d better not be here when I get back." The door shuts heavily behind them. 
 
      
 
    I stand and round the table. "You shouldn't be here." I hold a hand out protectively in front of me. 
 
      
 
    Jakob faces me with his fists balled at his sides. "Stop it, Lily." 
 
      
 
    "You really don't know anything about me,"  I continue. 
 
      
 
    "Stop it." 
 
      
 
    "I'm pregnant with some other guy's kid." 
 
      
 
    "Lily!" 
 
      
 
    The sternness in his voice causes me to freeze. Dang — he does bossy so well. My mouth snaps shut. He has my full attention now. 
 
      
 
    "Good," he smirks with satisfaction. "Before you turn me away and send me back to Reyfield disappointed and heartbroken, give me a fair chance to make my case." 
 
      
 
    I heave a sigh and purse my lips as my arms cross over my chest. There's so much I want to say right now. 
 
      
 
    I hold my tongue. 
 
      
 
    "Sit down," he orders me. The urge to protest is strong but I'm so heady off of possibility that I do exactly as he says. 
 
      
 
    When I'm seated, he goes over to the door and grabs something from the hallway. It's his guitar. I find myself giggling. My insides tighten with anticipation. 
 
      
 
    Perching on the edge of the table, he begins to strum. I recognize that riff. I recognize it. Is it Bad to the Bone by George Thorogood? I’m pretty sure it is. 
 
      
 
    Jakob’s deep, smoky growl fills the room. 
 
      
 
    I was just a farmer, working hard on my land 
 
    Though I’d never admit it, I’was a lonely man 
 
    Then one random morning, I knocked some random door 
 
    Caught a glimpse of Sunshine, she left me wanting more 
 
      
 
    At first I was stupid, I tried to stay away 
 
    But deep down I knew that, she w’s the best part of the day 
 
    One morning I woke up, and she was in my bed 
 
    She stole my heart with her smile then, started giving me head 
 
      
 
    I burst into giggles over his horribly corny lyrics but he carries on, strumming away undeterred.  
 
      
 
    I can’t leave you alone, Lily-Lily-Lily-Lily 
 
    I can’t leave you alone, I can’t leave you alone 
 
      
 
    The rest of the lyrics get lost as tears pour down my face and my brain turns to mush. I'm shaking, clutching my belly as all of my resistance melts from the inside out. Our situation is far from perfect. He has no idea. He has no idea of all the obstacles ahead of us. 
 
      
 
    He sets his guitar on the table and comes around to me. He rolls my chair back and kneels in front of me. "Lily, I was a fool to let you walk away from me. I was a fool to think that I'd ever be able to recover from losing you. You are the best thing that ever walked into my life. You gave my heart a reason to beat again." His hand settles on my belly. "You and this baby are everything to me.” His voice cracks roughly. “But I thought you wanted to be in the city, to work at your fancy job, to get back with your ex-boyfriend—” 
 
      
 
    “I told you I was done with him!” I say, irritated. 
 
      
 
    He sighs roughly. “I know, I know…” I crumble at his vulnerability. 
 
      
 
    My fingers trail over his thick biceps, across his sunkissed skin. "Oh Jakob..." 
 
      
 
    "I'll admit it — I'm scared. I'm scared that I won't be enough. I'm scared that I won't be able to give you all the things you want. I won't ever be able to afford those designer handbags and those fancy pajamas you like. I'm telling you straight.  But I will work hard every single day, wake up with the sun every single morning to make sure that you and this baby and his many, many brothers and sisters have everything you need." His eyes plead with me. 
 
      
 
    "This is complicated," I cry. "You're a good man, Jakob. I want you but you don't deserve this mess of a life." I lean away from him, putting distance between us. "One day, you'll find a good woman. One that's kind and available and uncomplicated. One that's good for you." 
 
      
 
    Frustration glows in his eyes. He grips my knees tightly and he roars. "It's you or nothin', Lily. It's you or nobody. Why can't you see that?" 
 
      
 
    I'm a wreck. My mascara burns my eyes and my lips tremble uncontrollably. He's laying it bare for me and I can hear the abandon in his voice. “I feel the same way…” 
 
      
 
    I bend closer and he presses his mouth to mine. My pussy does obscene things as he cups my jaw in his palm, deepening the kiss. My brain short-circuits when his tongue slides along mine, twisting and curling around my heated flesh. 
 
      
 
    Emotion flurries inside of me. Nobody's ever wanted me before. But Jakob is here. For me. For me and the baby. 
 
      
 
    He pulls back, hands still caressing my face as he watches me, eyes blurry with emotion. "I love you, woman," he rasps out. 
 
      
 
    I sigh, my heart swelling fast. This is everything I’ve ever wanted. “I love you, too." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 45 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I have Lily all spread out in the tiny little bed of her tiny little apartment. She's so beautiful as she comes down from the orgasm that I just pulled from her with my tongue. My chin is wet. She came all over my face. I'm about to make her come again. With my cock this time. 
 
      
 
    She rests my hand on her belly. "He's kicking," she whispers. 
 
      
 
    I sit still, waiting, waiting, waiting, and then I feel movement beneath my hand, dull, rapid taps that let me know the little boy is really in there. I smile so hard it hurts. 
 
      
 
    "I missed you," she breathes, gazing up into my face. The way she's watching me makes my heart crack open. 
 
      
 
    I hate to think that I caused her pain when I let her leave Reyfield without putting up a  real fight. I hate to think that she felt unloved or unwanted in that moment because I have never wanted anyone the way I want her. 
 
      
 
    "I missed you, Sunshine." I kiss her belly, twirling her nipples between my fingers. 
 
      
 
    She groans and her spine arches off the bed. "Come here, Grumps. Let me show you how much." 
 
      
 
    With a wicked smile, I crawl up her body, dotting kisses along her skin as I go. When we're face to face, she cradles her hands on my cheeks. Only the candles illuminating the room provide light. 
 
      
 
    She's so beautiful, with those tight blond ringlets, the dimples, the tooth gap. It's impossible not to love a face like this. 
 
      
 
    Her thighs fall wide open and I wrap her legs around me. I sink deep inside of her and I harass her like she’s mine because she is. For real this time. After we hit the climax together, we fall boneless next to each other, holding hands and breathing hard. 
 
      
 
    In this moment, I’m so grateful for Grace. I’m so happy that she encouraged me to come out here and speak to Lily in person. I was jumping to conclusions, assuming that Lily had come back here to be with her ex. Now, I see that I was wrong. 
 
      
 
    "I'm glad you came for me," she whispers into the air. 
 
      
 
    I’m glad, too. 
 
      
 
    I'm so glad that my instincts were right, that coming here with my old guitar was the way to win her back. 
 
      
 
    She nuzzles her face into my neck. "Thank you for coming. But Jakob — I can't go back to Reyfield with you..." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 46 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Disappointment flashes over Jakob’s face but it’s quickly replaced by determination. “I won’t be without you, Lily. Not anymore.” 
 
      
 
    "I can't just pack up and move across the country every few weeks. I'm pregnant. And I'm tired. I need to lay down roots, build a nest, all that motherly stuff.”  
 
      
 
    I’m making excuses, still dancing around the real issue. I don’t want to tell Jakob about the baby’s condition, about the fact that I had to take this job because of the medical insurance and other benefits. If I admit that to him, he’ll try to find a different solution. I don’t want him making any more sacrifices for me and the baby. I don’t want to be a burden on him and I don’t want him to stick with us out of a sense of obligation. We aren’t his responsibility. 
 
      
 
    He looks at me and laughs. Then, he plops back against the pillows. "Well, I want to be where you are. So, I guess I'm just gonna stick around here." He says it like it's the simplest thing in the world. 
 
      
 
    "What about Mini?" 
 
      
 
    "Mini's in very capable hands. I hired her a new caregiver. A retired nurse looking for something to keep her busy." 
 
      
 
    "And what about the farm?" 
 
      
 
    "I have workers now. They'll take care of it." 
 
      
 
    I arch a brow, pleasantly surprised. Apparently, a lot has changed since I left. 
 
      
 
    "But you don't like city life." 
 
      
 
    He taps the point of my nose. "I like you." 
 
      
 
    I grin, all out of objections. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not going anywhere without you, Lily," he says against my lips. 
 
      
 
    I feel my walls breaking down because I want to be with him. “There’s something I haven’t told you,” I blurt out before I can control myself. 
 
      
 
    His eyebrow jerks up. He’s waiting. 
 
      
 
    I lick my lips nervously, but I’ve already spilled the beans. I’ve got to tell him the whole story. “The baby has a heart condition,” I whisper, trying not to cry, “He’s gonna need surgery. I took the job at Hectic so that I could get health insurance and cover the costs.” 
 
      
 
    Jakob’s face drops and he sits upright in bed. “Lily…” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t want to burden you with any of this.” 
 
      
 
    “I had no idea…Grace told me that you had good reasons for coming back here but she didn’t tell me the baby was sick. Why didn’t you just tell me? I would have been there for you. We would have figured something out. Together.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want you to feel responsible for any of this…” 
 
      
 
    He pulls me close, wrapping me in his arms. “Of course I’m responsible for this. I want to be responsible for this.” He presses his lips to my scalp. “We’re a family. You, me and the baby. I mean it.” 
 
      
 
    I exhale shakily. “You don’t have to do this, Jakob. You have no obligation to us.” 
 
      
 
    “Family isn't about blood. It's about love and being there for each other. I love the two of you. I want to be there for you. And nothing’s going to stop me.” 
 
      
 
    “The surgery — it’s going to cost a small fortune.” 
 
      
 
    He just shrugs. “I’ll find a way to pay for it. I’ll sell the farm.” 
 
      
 
    “Jakob!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not getting away from me, girl. I love you too much to let you go again.” 
 
      
 
    I melt right then, right there in his arms. I nuzzle close to him and his arms come around me, caressing my belly in tender circles. The baby kicks vigorously. It’s almost as if he understands what’s going on. He has a family now. A mommy and a daddy.  
 
      
 
    We’re a family… 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I leave Jakob sitting on the couch, drinking coffee and reading the paper. He kisses me and tells me he loves me. He promises me a footrub when I get home from work. 
 
      
 
    I'm the happiest girl in the world when I walk out that door. 
 
      
 
    That's why I'm shocked and crushed when I get home that night...and he's gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 47 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A heavy oak bookshelf sits in the corner, thick leather-bound journals covering its dusty shelves. Half a dozen framed diplomas cover the walls. They're marked with fingerprints. 
 
      
 
    Dr. Houston takes a seat at his dark wood desk, landing heavily in his chair. 
 
      
 
    "Explain to me again how this happened!" I demand, my fists going numb as I grip the steel railings of the chair I'm sitting in. 
 
      
 
    "Sir, your grandmother had been suffering from neuropathy of the extremities for a long time," he begins. 
 
      
 
    I cut his rear off. "It was under control. It has been under control. I made sure of it.” Goodness, I’m in denial.  
 
      
 
    He adjusts his glasses and peers down at the file in front of him. "These types of infections can sometimes creep up on a person when they least expect it. I truly am sorry for what happened—" 
 
      
 
    I bolt out of my seat. "You're sorry? You're sorry? That's the best you can tell me?" 
 
      
 
    "Sir, calm down!" He makes an appeasing motion with his hand as I pace the tattered carpet in front of his desk. 
 
      
 
    I glare at him as I go to and fro, trying to persuade myself against punching him in the mouth. That rat mongrel. “I didn’t consent to this. You could have waited until I got here. You should have waited." Tears burn the back of my eyes. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry," he says coldly. "We couldn't." 
 
      
 
    He's so smug and self-righteous. How does a person live with himself after doing what this man did? 
 
      
 
    "Mr. Wilkinson, we have something further to discuss." His jaw twitches nervously. My frantic mind immediately darts to thoughts of Lily and the baby because I know exactly what he’s going to say. I made them a promise and there’s no way I’m breaking it.  Idiot. Idiot. Idiot. “Significant medical bills have come about as a result of the care that we provided to your grandmother." 
 
      
 
    My blood boils and I'm angry enough to rip this guy to shreds with my bare hands. "Care? You consider what you did to that old woman 'care'?" I howl. "You butchered her! And now you expect me to pay for it? I should sue you! I will sue you!" 
 
      
 
    He reaches for the phone on his desk, clearly alarmed. "Sir, I'm gonna have to call security now!" 
 
      
 
    I snatch the phone from his hand and fling it right past his head. It smashes into one of the diploma frames and glass rains down like confetti. 
 
      
 
    It feels oddly satisfying, seeing him cower like that. But it can't fix what he did to Mini. 
 
      
 
    "Forget you," I seethe. "And bother your hospital bill." 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 48 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I push open the door to the hospital room and tears immediately spring to my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Mini looks so small and frail lying there in the bed, draped in a light sheet. The noise of my feet shuffling into the room causes her to stir, she looks up at me and gives a weak smile. "Tiger Lily," she rasps, her voice sounding hoarse and scratchy.  
 
      
 
    A movement in the corner of the room catches my eyes. "Lily?" Jakob looks exhausted, worn down. His hair is all over the place. His stubble is overgrown. His tired eyes wear more darkness than I've ever seen. 
 
      
 
    "Hi," I say in a small voice. 
 
      
 
    I'm still mad at him. He shouldn't have left the way he did. I understand that it was an emergency and that he had to get back to Reyfield as soon as possible. It’s true that he didn't have my new cell phone number so he couldn't have called before leaving but he could have at least left a note on the kitchen table. 
 
      
 
    It was Faith who’d called me later that night and told me that Mini had been taken to hospital for an infection and that they'd amputated her legs in an emergency procedure. She'd been all alone. Jakob hadn't been by her side because he was with me. I know he's beating himself up about that. 
 
      
 
    But he could have left me a note… 
 
      
 
    "How are you feeling?" I ask as I approach her bed and hold her hand. Her fingers are cold and wrap weakly around mine. 
 
      
 
    She smiles anyway. "Take off that big sweater and let me see your belly." 
 
      
 
    I shrug out of my jacket, grinning through my tears. "I'm huge," I giggle, placing her hand on my stomach.  
 
      
 
    She frowns at me. "You're not eating enough. Look how skinny you are. You need to eat, girl." 
 
      
 
    "Mini!" I scold and then my voice sobers up. "Now, tell me how you're feeling." 
 
      
 
    The air shifts and a wave of emotion crashes into the room as my eyes lock on hers. Then, simultaneously, we burst into tears. I lean down over her bed and scoop her fragile body into my arms, squeezing her against me. 
 
      
 
    I hear Jakob vacate his seat and leave the room. I get it; the emotion in here is suffocating.  
 
      
 
    I touch the spot where her thighs should be and I sob uncontrollably. “Your legs are gone.” 
 
      
 
    She hushes me. “It’s okay. It’s okay.” 
 
      
 
    How is she the one soothing me? She just got both legs amputated. 
 
      
 
    "I'm so sorry," I whisper as I hold the old lady. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry for what?" she asks pulling away to watch me. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry I let you eat that chocolate chip cookie..." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, it really is all your fault," she says facetiously, rolling her eyes.  
 
      
 
    What a snarky old lady! 
 
      
 
    "Mini..." I straighten up and wipe my tears away with the edge of my thumb. 
 
      
 
    She sighs. "You're a sweetheart, Lily. I love you to pieces. But you didn't cause this. You didn't shove that cookie down my throat. Nor did you force-feed me the twenty thousand cookies that came before it." She pats my hand. "I need you to understand that." 
 
      
 
    I nod weakly even though I'm still weighed down by a ton of guilt. 
 
      
 
    "I just wish I could get Jakob to stop hating himself over this. It's not his fault. He's done everything right. When he left for Philadelphia to go get you, I was so relieved that he was finally giving himself permission to live his life. But now I feel like he's right back at square one. Feeling responsible for things that are out of his control. He feels like he’s failed me.” 
 
      
 
    Tears are heavy on my lashes. “He’s such a good man,” I say quietly. “You raised him well. You raised him to take care of his own.” 
 
      
 
    She nods. “He learned that lesson well. He takes care of his own. He’s been taking care of me ever since his grandfather died. He’s sacrificed so much for me.” She stares off into the distance. “But now, you are his to take care of. You and the baby. I’ve lived my life. It’s time that he live his. Nothing would make me happier.” 
 
      
 
    My gaze falls to my feet. “That’s such a big responsibility. A part of me still doesn’t think it’s fair to ask that of him.” 
 
      
 
    A sad smile comes to her face. “Honey, you don’t seem to understand. You and that baby are more than just a responsibility for Jakob. You’re his purpose. His mission. You’ve brought him back to life. You’ve put a fire back in his heart. You’re not a responsibility. You’re a joy. He loves you.” 
 
      
 
    Some of my uncertainty lifts at her words. “You really think so?” 
 
      
 
    She nods with conviction. “I know so…don’t let him go, Lily. He needs you as much as you need him.” 
 
      
 
    “I love him, Mini. But I don’t want to need him. Needing a man is scary. When you need a man and he walks away, you’re left with nothing.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes darken with wisdom. “Honey, of course I support you wanting to be independent and strong. You’re about to be a mother. But needing someone doesn’t make you weak. It makes you human. Don’t shut down true love just for a chance to prove how independent you are.” 
 
      
 
    Goodness, she’s right. She’s right. 
 
      
 
    Yes, when I showed up in Reyfield I needed to grow up and get a plan. But I was wrong when I told myself that I had to figure it all out on my own, that I didn't need anyone on my team.  
 
      
 
    I need Jakob. And that’s okay. 
 
      
 
    “Talk to him, Lily. Find a way to work things out. Please.” 
 
      
 
    I nod. "I'll talk to him," I promise, giving her a kiss on the cheek. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 49 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I sit on the porch bench and yank on my boots (which isn't as easy as it sounds since my stomach has ballooned over the past few days). I waddle down the stairs and along the dirt path toward the pig pens where Jakob holds the gate open for the swine to wander off into the pasture. “Go on. Go on, boy,” he prods a lazy one with a playful slap on the back. 
 
      
 
    The stench of animal poop travels on the air and I smile to myself because, despite the horrendous stink, it still feels like home. 
 
      
 
    When he looks over and sees me coming, he takes off his gloves and rinses off his hands before turning off the water. I watch him pull off his hat and trudge up the grass-framed lane toward me. 
 
      
 
    His eyes are guarded and his demeanor is restrained. One look at him and I can tell he's ready for a fight. A realization hits me square in the chest. He's changed his mind. About us. About being a family. He's going to fight me off. 
 
      
 
    No. Please. Let me be wrong.  
 
      
 
    When we’re arm’s reach apart, he holds out one hand as if to keep me at bay. "Look, Lily. I'm sorry, okay?" 
 
      
 
    "No, Jakob..." I already feel the tears tingling at the corners of my eyes.  
 
      
 
    "It was a mistake for me to come out to Philadelphia and make promises to you, promises I can't keep —" 
 
      
 
    "No, Jakob. No." 
 
      
 
    His voice rises above mine. "I'm neck-deep in trash over here. Literally." He gestures at the pig pen. "My bills are piling up. My grandmother is gonna need a physiotherapy and rehabilitation. The hospital is probably going to sue me for her healthcare bills. I have nothing to offer you, Lily. Nothing. I’m sorry.” Emotion bleeds from his eyes as he speaks. He looks away, snatching a tall blade of grass and ripping it to little shreds. 
 
      
 
    My heart is bleeding, too, because I just don't understand it. "Don't you still want me?" I ask in a hushed tone. 
 
      
 
    He comes closer. "Of course I want you," he whispers back and there's so much pain in his voice. 
 
      
 
    If he’s hurting as much as I am then I don't get it. "Why can't we just be together?" I reach for his hand and he pulls away. It hurts so much.  
 
      
 
    "Lily..." he groans, his eyes rolling upward in frustration. "I can't give you a life here. I thought I could but I can't. Keeping you here would be selfish of me. It wouldn't be good for you or for the baby." 
 
      
 
    "But you love me," I remind him. "You love me." 
 
      
 
    "It's not enough." 
 
      
 
    "It is." 
 
      
 
    Tears drip down my cheek. My heart is laid bare. I just want him to see that we can make this work. We’ll find a way to pay for the baby’s surgery. We’ll find a way to take care of his debt. 
 
      
 
    I know it cut him deep when I left and went back to work at Hectic. I was scared. I couldn't see my future so I ran back to what was familiar. That was a mistake. But right here, right now, standing on this plain in waist-high grass with my cowboy right in front of me, I’m confident that we can work through all of our problems. The only thing I'm scared of is not having this man in my life.  
 
      
 
    "I promise you, Jakob. I won't leave again." I clasp my hands over my heart, begging him, begging him to believe me. "I'm here. No matter what happens. You and Mini and this baby, we can be a family. Just say ‘yes’. Tell me you want this." 
 
      
 
    "It's not that simple." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, it is." 
 
      
 
    "I don't have health insurance. I don't have savings." 
 
      
 
    "We'll figure it out." 
 
      
 
    "What about daycare and baby monitors and car seats and all that?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't care." 
 
      
 
    "I can't afford designer purses and all that stuff you like." 
 
      
 
    "So what?” 
 
      
 
    "Lily!" His roar rips through the air. 
 
      
 
    I freeze before him, crying and trembling.  
 
      
 
    He throws his arms wide in complete abandon. "This is it, Lily," he yells gesturing at the farmland around us. "This is all I have to offer. Nothing else. No fancy cars or jewelry or any of that trash. All I have is this farm. And these dirty hands. So if that isn't enough—" 
 
      
 
    My heart pounds as I take wide strides closer to him, grabbing his wrists. "This is enough! Even if you lost this farm, if you lost every chicken and every tomato wilted on the vine. As long as I could have these dirty hands on my body—" I place a hand on his chest.”— and feel this big heart beating just for me, I'd be the happiest woman in the world." 
 
      
 
    He takes a long, shaky breath. “You’re not thinking clearly.” He looks away from me, unable to hold my gaze without breaking. “It must be your hormones.” 
 
      
 
    Don’t you trash me, Jakob Wilkinson. My hand goes to his face, forcing him to look at me. “You’re the one who said that family isn't about blood. Well, it isn't about money either. It's about love and being there for each other. I'm here, Jakob. I'm not going anywhere.” 
 
      
 
    His chest rises and falls roughly as a range of emotions cycle over his features. I should give him some time to think. 
 
      
 
    “I‘ve laid my heart out on the line. Now it’s up to you to decide if my love is worth a leap of faith,” I say quietly. “I’ll be in my bedroom. When you’ve made up your mind, let me know.” I turn, heading back up the path toward the farmhouse. 
 
      
 
    My knees shake under me. I put a hand on my belly and whisper soft words, reassuring my child that whatever Jakob chooses to do, we’ll be fine, we’ll make it. Because yes, I need him but I’m independent and strong and that’s not going to change. 
 
      
 
    When I’m halfway to the house, I feel his fingers circle around my wrist. He spins me around. My heart palpitates as I wait for his words. 
 
      
 
    He pulls me against his body and his lips come down on my forehead. “Of course you’re worth it, Sunshine. You’re worth it. And I love you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 50 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I hear the knock at the door, I leap out of my chair. "Siobhan's here!" I squeal to no one in particular. Jakob and Mini are far less enthusiastic about my friend's visit. Jakob actually changed the subject this morning when I mentioned that Siobhan was on her way. I tried not to let it get to me because I've missed that crazy lady even though Jakob doesn’t seem to see her appeal. 
 
      
 
    I throw the door open and we leap into each other's arms. "There's my reformed country girl," she laughs, giving me a tap on the rear. 
 
      
 
    I tip my head back to look at her. "Ohmygod! I'm loving the pin waves!" I gush, taking in her glossy, stiffly-moulded hair. The saccharine scent of styling product makes me instantly dizzy. “A bit much for the countryside but still!" 
 
      
 
    "Isn't it chic!" she laughs, fluffing it with a careful hand. 
 
      
 
    "I just got chased by dang chicken!" a man voice explodes from just behind her. I glance beyond her shoulder and see a handsome, sharply-dressed older man in an expensive-looking suit approaching the front stoop. 
 
      
 
    That's when I notice about a dozen or so busy-looking people scoping out the yard. Some hold cameras and clipboards. A few of them sport massive headsets. There’s a man speaking animatedly into a voice recorder. 
 
      
 
    "Uh...Siobhan, who are all these people?" I ask sceptical that I even want to know the answer to my question. 
 
      
 
    She taps me playfully on the shoulder. "The film crew, silly." 
 
      
 
    "What film crew?” 
 
      
 
    She furrows her brows at me. "Didn't Jakob tell you what's going on?" 
 
      
 
    I step out onto the porch and look around at the commotion. "No, he didn't. I didn't even know that you and Jakob were in contact." 
 
      
 
    "Hmm..." she says with pursed lips and an arched brow. "Honey, maybe you should get him out here." 
 
      
 
    I stick my head into the house. "Jakob, babe," I grunt through gritted teeth, "Can you come out here, please?" 
 
      
 
    I need to get to the bottom of this. Fast. I need answers. 
 
      
 
    Mini comes out, wheeling her chair onto the porch. Jakob follows her carrying a tray of lemonade and biscuits. A smirk is painted on his lips as he sets the snacks on the porch table. 
 
      
 
    "Hello darling." Siobhan leans in and gives Jakob a hug which he reciprocates! — Do I know this man at all? — before turning her attention to Mini. "Well aren't you pretty today, Mini. Got a date or something?" 
 
      
 
    Mini rolls her eyes. "Save the flattery. Did you walk with a check?" 
 
      
 
    Jakob, Siobhan and Mini chortle like besties sharing an inside joke. 
 
      
 
    Now, I’m just annoyed. “Anybody care to tell me what's going on here?" I fold my arms above my big belly and wait impatiently for an explanation. 
 
      
 
    Jakob gives my stomach a quick caress. "Sit down, babe." 
 
      
 
    With a wary eye on him, I sink into one of the rocking chairs. The man in the suit climbs the stairs and introduces himself as Rick, Siobhan's sugar daddy — okay, he doesn't say, "Hey, I'm Rick, the sugar daddy," but I can put two and two together. Everyone takes a seat and pours a drink. 
 
      
 
    Jakob begins to explain how Siobhan showed Rick photos and videos she took the last time she visited the farm. His media company was immediately interested in using the farm as the location for a mini-series that they're shooting, a regency piece about a wealthy, young maiden who escapes the confines of her family's estate and runs off to live in a cabin with a serf who tends to the land. A Maiden Fond of Mischief, it's called. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, Jakob has agreed to let them use the fallow land surrounding the cottage for the production. In return, all of our financial problems will be solved. 
 
      
 
    "We have a fairly tight production schedule and a large budget. Shooting begins next week," Rick informs us as he slides off his Ray-Bans and snaps his briefcase open in his lap. I can't help the antsy feeling that crawls into my limbs when he pulls out his checkbook and starts scribbling away. 
 
      
 
    Mini grins from ear-to-ear, peeking over Rick's shoulder. She throws me a wink and I attempt a scolding glare but burst into excited giggles instead. Siobhan reaches over and squeezes my hand. 
 
      
 
    Rick stretches the check out to Jakob who takes it and glances at it. I can see him fighting off the smile creeping up the corners of his lips. "Just need to make sure this figure is fine with my little lady," he says handing the check off to me. 
 
      
 
    I read the number and it makes my head spin. But I can't encourage him to accept just based on the money at stake. It wouldn't be right. 
 
      
 
    "Babe, can I have a word with you? In private?" I ask sweetly. 
 
      
 
    He obliges and just as we're about to excuse ourselves, Rick adds in a desperate tone. "We're flexible about the money, if that's the issue."  
 
      
 
    Jakob's eyes glint slyly. "Good to know, Rick." His hand settles on the small of my back and we make our way into the kitchen.  
 
      
 
    "It's good, right? They're offering a lot of money." He leans against the stove, folding those strong arms across his chest. 
 
      
 
    I sigh, dropping into a kitchen chair. "Yes, it's a lot of money. But I know you. You don't like strangers hanging around. This farm is your sanctuary." My voice holds so much uncertainty. We do need the money but it's not worth it if Jakob is walking around unhappy about the small army that comes along with a film production of this scale. 
 
      
 
    One corner of his mouth tips up. "I'm so ridiculously happy, Lily. You're here and the baby is coming soon and Mini's doing great. We're a family. I couldn't ask for anything better. And if I have to rent off a piece of land to make it happen then so what? I don't care. As long as I have my family." 
 
      
 
    With a smile ripping clear across my face, I stand and waddle over to him. "Are you sure?" I ask, snaking my arms around his waist. 
 
      
 
    He pulls me close, pressing his lips to my scalp. "I'm sure. One hundred percent. Besides, Rick’s lawyer is drafting up the contract. One of my terms is that his people stick to that side of the property. I don't want anyone wandering around here, disturbing my animals." 
 
      
 
    It seems like he's thought this through. Excitement forms in my gut. Maybe we can do this after all. 
 
      
 
    I bury my face in his shirt. He smells so freaking masculine. "You think we can get some more money out of that rich idiot?" I ask,  feeling kinda-sorta guilty. Not really. 
 
      
 
    He chuckles into my hair. "Idiot yeah! Did you see how desperate he looked?" 
 
      
 
    I pull away. "Maybe just another ten percent or something..." 
 
      
 
    Jakob takes my hand, leading me back to the porch. "Maybe..." 
 
      
 
    We step outside and all eyes lift to watch us. 
 
      
 
    Jakob wears a solemn look. "Rick — we're going to require another thirty percent," he says, "y'know — to accommodate for the inconvenience." I give Jakob's hand a tight squeeze. Greedy mongrel. I love it. 
 
      
 
    Rick's eyes bounce from Jakob to me and back. "Fine," he concedes on the tail of a sigh. He grabs the check from Jakob’s hands and signs off on the changes.  
 
      
 
    He doesn't notice the grin that Jakob and I share. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 51 
 
    Jakob 
 
      
 
      
 
    Those rainclouds are moving in fast this evening. My back is sore from weeding the herb beds all day but I'm in good spirits because the work day is almost done and soon I'll be twisted up in my sheets with the girl I love. 
 
      
 
    The perfect reward for a day of hard work. 
 
      
 
    I'm in the barn preparing a few buckets of feed for the pigs when the door opens. A tall, thin figure with tawny skin and bone-straight white-blonde hair walks in. I told Rick to keep his people away from this side of the land but every now and then, someone wanders over in search of a toilet or requesting to pet the horses. I try not to lose my temper about it. It's usually not a big deal. A small inconvenience for the insane amount of money they’re paying me. 
 
      
 
    I quickly glance at the woman. "Sorry ma'am, unless you're okay with using the outhouse just behind the barn, I'd recommend one of the port-a-potties over on the set." 
 
      
 
    She doesn't move. She just watches me. "Jakob? It's me. Brittany. Brittany Delaney." 
 
      
 
    I straighten up and look at her. I mean really look at her.  
 
      
 
    Incredible. It's her. Under the salon-grilled tan and the cosmetically-inflated lips, it's her. 
 
      
 
    "Hi." She gives me a small wave as I stand there, frozen and wordless."We just wrapped up on the set—” she points a thumb over her shoulder “—and I thought I'd come over and say 'hello'." 
 
      
 
    She comes closer and I still can't formulate a word.  
 
      
 
    When she left all those years ago, I never thought I would see her again. Now here she is in my barn, looking knifed-up and washed-out. Nothing like the girl I thought I was in love with for all those years. The girl who broke my heart. The girl who nearly made it impossible for me to trust another female in this lifetime.  
 
      
 
    Vitriol rises into my throat. "What are you doing here?" I growl.  
 
      
 
    She flinches, visibly surprised by my tone. “I—I just wanted to say 'hello'. I have small role in the TV show they’re filming. Background, really. I wanted to see how you've been all these years." 
 
      
 
    "A background role?" I ask.  
 
      
 
    She nods. 
 
      
 
    "You're an extra? After all these years you're an extra?" 
 
      
 
    She moves into a defensive stance. "The entertainment industry is incredibly difficult to break into—" 
 
      
 
    "Let me get this straight — you walked away from the man who loved you and you gave your child up for adoption so that you could be a movie extra?" I'm laughing now. Bent over, laughing bitterly and unabashedly at the irony.  
 
      
 
    She chuffs, stomping her foot. "I don't need this. I just came over to be cordial. I was thinking we should go grab dinner or something...I figured I owe you answers...about the child..." 
 
      
 
    It feels like someone just jammed a screwdriver straight through my gut. How dare she mention that child to me? The child who may or may not be mine. The child I'll never know. 
 
      
 
    "The child you threw away so you could be a movie star?" 
 
      
 
    She stutters without getting anything meaningful out. 
 
      
 
    "You're a sad excuse for a woman, Brittany. You’re pathetic and you deserve every bit of failure and misery that life has in store for you. Now, if you'll excuse me — I've got some pigs to feed so that I can go have dinner with my family." 
 
      
 
    I leave her there, standing alone as I exit the barn. The clouds are baring down and the first drops of rain have begun to pelt from the sky.  
 
      
 
    I'm in a foul mood as I fill the troughs with feed and water for my swine. I hate that Brittany just traipses back into town and expects me to welcome her with open arms. After all that's happened? Hell no!  
 
      
 
    And I hate myself for getting so worked up at the sight of her. I have the most perfect woman on Earth standing at my kitchen stove, whipping up another one of her barely edible culinary creations. I won't focus on the past anymore when I have a lifetime of dinner disasters and midday rendez-vous in the barn and bedtime kisses under the faded paisley blankets.  
 
      
 
    I won't focus on the past when I have a lifetime of Lily Monroe ahead of me. 
 
      
 
    I push open the back door and the smell of charred potatoes rushes out to greet me. "Open the windows! Open the windows!" Lily yelps as she frantically waves smoke away from a casserole dish.  
 
      
 
    Laughing, I slide the window open and close the oven door.  
 
      
 
    Lily stares down at dinner, tears glistening in her eyes. "I'll never get this right, will I?" 
 
      
 
    I come up behind her and wrap my arms across her middle. The baby gives me a nice, solid kick and I smile. Kissing Lily's cheek, I press myself close to her and appreciate that I have her in my life. She's my light. My own little sunshine. I'll love her until my dying day. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry about it, sweetheart," I whisper against her neck, "I'm in the mood for pizza tonight anyway." 
 
      
 
    She spins around to look at me. "So you're not mad I annihilated the potatoes?" 
 
      
 
    I wipe her tears away. "Those potatoes deserved to die a painful death," I tease, "they had it coming to them." 
 
      
 
    She giggles. "Thanks for not making me feel like trash about this." 
 
      
 
    "It's just potatoes, baby. I love you way more than I love potatoes." 
 
      
 
    "Hmm...I think I feel the same way about you." Her fingers slide under the edge of my shirt. 
 
      
 
    Gosh. It feels so good when she touches me. 
 
      
 
    She sighs against my chest. "You're just perfect, y'know..." 
 
      
 
    I run my hand up to her back and smile. “You’re not so bad yourself." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    (One and a half year later) 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It's a farm-fresh feast! 
 
      
 
    My girlfriends sit around the picnic table of fresh salads, juices and fruits. I look up and grin as Faith rounds the table with a tray of delicious-smelling corn pudding. 
 
      
 
    "Oh my goodness, my mouth is watering," I groan as I rub circles into my ballooning stomach. 
 
      
 
    She gives me wary eyes. "Don't you dare ask for the recipe because my mother-in-law would kill me." 
 
      
 
    Mini chuffs, muttering under her breath, "She wouldn't know what to do with that recipe anyway." 
 
      
 
    Grace, Sammie and Isla titter as I roll my eyes. "My cooking is improving," I say defensively. 
 
      
 
    Mini gives my hand a patronizing tap. "Of course, dear." 
 
      
 
    My eyes rise to Siobhan who's holding the camera. "I hope you're getting this. I can't catch a break from this lady. Not even at my dang baby shower." 
 
      
 
    She giggles. "That's why your followers love Mini. She keeps it real." 
 
      
 
    Siobhan's right. My followers do love Mini. And Jakob. And Baby Rutherford.  And all my stories about this reformed city girl who was shocked to discover her place in this world is really on a farm. 
 
      
 
    Mellow: A Lifestyle Blog was launched just a few months ago under the umbrella of the company that owns Hectic. It's my solo project. Now, instead of writing daily entries into my journal that only me and my baby will ever see, I post to the blog daily, sharing my adventures and discoveries and motherhood stories and cooking disasters and cute animal pictures with my following.  
 
      
 
    My readers are mainly city-dwelling fashionistas who secretly dream about finding their own rugged cowboy and their happily ever after away from all the chaos of urban life. Last week, a video I posted of Sebastian teaching Rutherford to play soccer nearly crashed the site's servers! 
 
      
 
    It feels so good to have something of my own, a source of income that I have control and creative freedom over. Plus, I've have access to all those Hectic employee benefits without even having to leave the farmhouse on a daily basis. 
 
      
 
    And Jakob's occasional cameos on the blog drive the women nuts. 
 
      
 
    And speaking of my rugged cowboy... 
 
      
 
    The old Chevy truck comes bumping down the lane, kicking up a cloud of dust in its wake. It jerks to a stop just a few meters from where my baby shower is set up. Jakob comes barreling out of the barn, a frown on his face and Little Rutherford strapped to his chest. And I'll tell ya — the sight of tall burly Jakob Wilkinson with a baby strapped to his chest makes my body hum in desperate ways. 
 
      
 
    He's a fantastic father and a wonderful husband. I couldn’t ask for a better man to share this life with. No wonder I got pregnant again as soon as I could. 
 
      
 
    We've been incredibly blessed. 
 
      
 
    Everything has turned around for us in the past year or so. Jakob and I got married down at the courthouse just days before Rutherford came into this world as healthy as can be. The doctors weren't able to find a single trace of the heart defect they detected in utero. They didn't know how to explain it. Was it a glitch in their imaging machinery that led us to mistakenly believe that he was sick? Or was it the fact that he was born into a household bursting with love that mended his little heart? Jakob insists that it's the latter and I tend to agree because heaven knows that this little family mended my broken heart. I've never been happier. 
 
      
 
    What  else has turned around for us? Well, the farm is profitable for the first time in a long time. Jakob was able to secure a supply contact with Herbivore Cafes, the quickly-expanding chain of health food eateries owned by Isla's fiancé, Reuben. Now, Herbivore patrons all over the country are enjoying Jakob's tomatoes and sweet peppers and spinach. Jakob now manages a small team of trusted employees who make sure to keep the farm running smoothly. 
 
      
 
    Plus, we're making serious bank as A Maiden Fond of Mischief continues to dominate the airwaves. People seriously love that show. 
 
      
 
    On top of that, the hospital admitted that they were negligent in their amputation of Mini's legs. They could have taken a less invasive route and they know it. We're still in the process of negotiating a settlement but I am confident that we'll be receiving several hundreds of thousands of dollars in compensation. 
 
      
 
    All-in-all, we're doing good. Really good. 
 
      
 
    Tommy stumbles out from behind the steering wheel of the pick-up. "Milk deliveries all done," he announces proudly, not noticing that my guests are coughing over the dust. 
 
      
 
    "Remind me why I let you two convince me to re-hire this kid," he grumbles to Mini and me. 
 
      
 
    I leave my guests chowing down at the picnic table and waddle over to where Jakob is standing. I wrap an arm around his waist. "Baby, cut him some slack," I plead on poor Tommy's behalf. He's a good kid. Maybe just a bit...slow. 
 
      
 
    Jakob looks at me and his anger melts, immediately replaced with a smile. He gives my chin a playful pinch. "Go back to your party, woman. I've got this covered." 
 
      
 
    I rise up onto my toes and place a soft kiss on his lips. "Just play nice." 
 
      
 
    He pushes a sigh. His eyes glint happily at me as he speaks to Tommy. "You're lucky my wife is a saint," he chuckles, "you really are." 
 
      
 
    The teenager turns red as I tickle Rutherford's bare feet and his high-pitched laughter fills the air. I giggle too and kiss my husband again. 
 
      
 
    He may still be a grumpy-rear farmer but he's my grumpy-rear farmer - the man who took me in when I was pregnant and wandering aimlessly through life, the man who gave depth and meaning to my fashion-obsessed, superficial existence, the man who gave me the family I've always dreamed of, the man who finally showed me just where I belong.  
 
      
 
    And I'd never ask him to change.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    All boxed up! 
 
      
 
    Get your Esquire Girls boxed sets today! 
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    Quick note from the author: 
 
      
 
    Hey! 
 
      
 
    I’m so glad that you read Lily and Jakob’s story. I hope that you loved them :) Drop me a line and let me know what you think of the series so far. ca_miller_writes@hotmail.com 
 
      
 
    I don’t have release dates for the other books in the series yet but we’ll get there. I just need a little while to chill out and get refreshed. 
 
      
 
    I really appreciate your continued support :) 
 
      
 
    Cheers, 
 
    Cassie-Ann xoxo 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Join my mailing list to keep up to date with all of my future books :) 
 
      
 
    [image: Screen Shot 2017-01-04 at 3] 
 
      
 
    You can also find me on Facebook and Instagram. 
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